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ABSTRACT

FACTORS INFLUENCING CREATIVITY IN TOP EXECUTIVES
MAY 1996
LYNNE C. LEVESQUE, B.A., MOUNT HOLYOKE COLLEGE
M.A., RUTGERS, THE STATE UNIVERSITY
M.B.A., UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA AT BERKELEY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Doris J. Shallcross

The challenges of the turbulent environment facing most top executives today, the need
for creative skills at every level in organizations and at the top in particular, and the lack of clear
understanding as to what creativity is all about point out the need for an investigation into the
factors influencing creativity at the top of organizations. The issues are rich and complex. The
causes of the differences in creativity levels are many and not easily isolatable. The complexities
of understanding the dynamics are heightened when they are put into a real-life context of a
particular person, in a certain place, at a particular point in time.
Much research has been conducted in the various relevant disciplines on diverse pieces of
the complex puzzle, but most research has not been specifically related to the factors influencing
creativity levels in top executives. The purpose of this dissertation is to better understand,
through interviews with sixteen top executives of sixteen different organizations, how these
executives, in their own words, perceive their personal creativity and the factors influencing its
levels during their climb to and tenure at the top.
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As a result of the research, four themes emerge:
1) . Personal issues play a much larger role than do external factors in explaining the
differences in top executives’ creativity levels;
2) . Creativity in business is not well understood, and there are consequences from an
incomplete understanding of creativity for both the top executive as well as the business;
3) . The picture of the creative top executive resulting from these interviews and the
literature is that of an artist. Awareness of the need for a new set of creative skills is a
starting point for the development of a top executive’s own program of education and
growth; and
4) . Several strategies for personal development are identified in this study.
Implications for practitioners and aspirants, Boards of Directors, human resource
specialists, and the teaching and research communities are explored. Suggestions for further
research are also outlined.
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PREFACE

1 Corinthians 12, 7-11
To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. To one is
given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of
knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to
another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to
another prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to another various kinds
of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these are activated by
one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit
chooses.
The New Oxford Annotated Bible (New Revised Standard Version), 1994

CREATIVITY is the expression of an individual’s unique self. It manifests itself
differently in each individual according to the person’s orientation, environment,
interest, skill or talent. For some, it is novel associations of ideas that are useful.
For others, it is the major means by which they liberate themselves from the
ordinary. For all, creativity emanates from the core of who one is, allowing the
enlargement of their universe and enabling the deepening of inward experiences.
D. Shallcross, Shallcross Creativity Institute, 1995
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CHAPTER I
THE FACTORS INFLUENCING CREATIVITY IN TOP EXECUTIVES
Introduction and Problem Statement
l

The top executives of most organizations today are faced with many difficult challenges
as they pursue their responsibilities for providing direction and proactively planning and
managing strategic change for the organization. These responsibilities and the often turbulent
environments in which top executives find themselves require that they possess several skills and
abilities: a personal receptivity to change; the ability to manage ambiguity and uncertainty and to
create meaning for the organization; a willingness to take risks; diversity in information sources
and perspectives; the ability to generate multiple alternatives; and innovative decision making
skills (Isabella, 1990; Wiersema & Bantel, 1992). In short, skills and abilities that are frequently
included within the concept of creativity.
While the skills and abilities of creativity are critical for managing in the current
environment of change, turbulence, and ambiguity, the factors influencing why some top
executives are capable of dealing creatively with the challenges they face and why others stick to
the status quo are not well understood (Hambrick, Geletkanycz & Fredrickson, 1993). Top
executives play a significant role in interpreting events, creating meaning for other organizational
participants, managing change and innovation (Daft & Weick, 1984; Isabella, 1990; Jonas, Fry &
Srivastva, 1990) and influencing organizational success (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Since the
top executive is, in many cases, the chief navigator of the ship through the “permanent white
water” of change (Vaill, 1989, p. 2), a better understanding of the factors influencing creativity

For the purposes of this paper, “top executive” will be assumed to include chief executive officers, that
organizational level at which there is no immediate superior, by virtue of the top executive being the owner,
or where the conditions of subordinateness are substantially controlled, essentially through the choosing of
board members (Jonas, Fry & Srivastva, 1989) as well as presidents of a significant organizational division.
While the position of “top executive” can be filled by more than one individual, the use of the term in this
paper refers to a single individual.
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levels in these individuals has the potential for significant contribution to the real world
challenges of organizational and management development and success.
These factors are very rich and intricate and need systematic, comprehensive exploration.
The causes of the differences in creativity levels in top executives are many, whether based on
personality, environmental or behavioral variables or some complex interaction of some or all of
these variables. The causes are thus not easily isolatable. In addition, the complexities of the
issues are heightened when put into a real-life context of a particular person, in a certain place, at
a particular point in time.
Research on these factors to date in the creativity field has focused at the general
organizational or generic individual levels. For example, rarely is a distinction made in the
literature regarding influences on creativity levels relative to different types of individuals in
different occupations, in different industries or in different managerial positions within an
organization. On the other hand, in the management literature much research has been conducted
on personality, particularly on demographics, cognitive sets and values, at both the individual top
executive and the top management team levels, as correlates to innovation levels in organizations.
Components of the top executive decision making processes, such as the use of intuition,
information gathering, and visioning, have also been explored. These factors, however, have not
been specifically related to creativity levels in the top executives themselves. Additionally,
significant research has been done on the impact of the environment, culture, and other
organizational and external factors on creativity at the organizational level. However, the forces
of that environment and culture which specifically impact a top executive’s creativity levels have
not been addressed.
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Purpose of the Study
This study was designed to investigate via qualitative research and analysis the factors
influencing creativity at the top of organizations. The purpose of the study is to understand,
through interviews with sixteen top executives of organizations, how these executives, in their
own words, perceive their personal creativity and the factors influencing its change during their
climb to and tenure in office. The goal was to establish a better framework for understanding the
factors and to provide the groundwork for further research in this vital topic.
There are many possibilities for beginning an exploration into these factors. It would
have been ideal to look at all the factors and components as a multi-dimensional hologram (Van
de Ven, 1986) and to avoid compartmentalizing creativity. However, such a broad topic needs
structure. To provide the appropriate focus and direction, the study was designed to concentrate
on the aspects of an organization's strategy, structure, culture and other environmental factors as
well as the job itself, feedback and other influences as they impact a top executive’s creativity
levels. However, questions addressing other sets of factors (personality and process, for
example) were also explored in order to ensure sufficient understanding of the context.
Given the critical roles these executives play, it is important to better understand these
important factors. Creativity at the top is no longer a luxury in the environment in which we
live. As Hambrick (1989) states:
innovation ultimately depends on the mindset, creativity and ferment at the top of
the organization. Structural process and incentive devices may promote
innovation, but a certain leadership cadre promotes all of these as elements of
change, (p. 12)
According to Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991), much of the hope for the future
lies strictly in the CEO's own capacity for renewal and open-mindedness. The
most important contributions may be the talent and diversity of the management
team that the CEO assembles and his or her willingness to listen to that team for
divergent, fresh insights. The CEO's own program of renewal and education,
such as through sabbaticals, retreats, executive institutes, and so on, may also
influence his or her open-mindedness. Ultimately, the CEO must retain a
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capacity for uneasiness, skepticism about the status quo, and curiosity in order to
surmount the very human tendency to cling to formulas that have worked well in
the past. (p. 738)
It appears that further research and investigation into the factors influencing this openmindedness and curiosity (or "creativity") are, therefore, timely and appropriate. Woodman et al.
(1993) call for a more systematic investigation of social and contextual influences at all levels of
creativity. Further, Srivastva (1983) asserts:
The world in which the executive lives, works, and thinks is now and will always
be an inherently uncertain and irrational one, in which the shortest distance
between two points is seldom a straight line. In such a world tools based on the
false realities of management science, past experience, or market intelligence can
be at best crutches and at worst deceiving mirages of truth in a desert of
imperfect predictability. Tools of humanity, intuition, emotion, and sentiment
[and presumably creativity] offer the only real hope for survival in the long run.
(p. 300)
The perspective and framework resulting from this study will hopefully further this
understanding and in doing so, should address Hambrick’s (1989) call for more focus on how
these managers learn and develop, how they broaden and upgrade their repertoires, and how
organizational policies can effectively and efficiently aid managerial preparation for new and
turbulent times.
Significance of the Study
This study should have significance and importance as follows:
*

To the top executive participants themselves: They will have a chance to be listened to
and to put into words ideas and thoughts not previously articulated. Personal learning
can be facilitated from hearing their own words, from reflection on their meaning, and
from the interaction between participant and researcher (Kram, 1985). The feedback
from the pilot study participants was that they had really never talked about these issues
before and appreciated the chance to discuss them from new perspectives.
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*

To top executives in general (both current and future) and the general business
community: This study should yield significant insights helpful to top executives in their
own development, self-awareness and learning, as well as to those aspiring to these top
executive positions, to specialists and consultants in management development and
recruitment, and to Boards of Directors in selecting and counseling top executives.

*

To teachers in the management and creativity fields, particularly in Executive
Development programs: This study should enable a deeper understanding of the issues
facing top executives, should provide additional content to teaching curricula, and should
thereby help with the education and development of more capable executives and leaders.

*

To the knowledge field: The results of this study should provide a theoretical foundation
which will allow for better identification of gaps in theory and practice and for further
progress towards more directed research across the various disciplines.
Definitions and Assumptions
Certain definitions and assumptions formed the basis for this research. They include:
A. Creativity is a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon and set of abilities, a different
way of managing and articulating knowledge (Rhodes, 1961), of seeing the world,
and of coming up with fresh, new responses, ideas, and products (Barron, 1988;
Burgett, 1982). Creativity includes a flexibility of mind and action, one that creates a
willingness and ability to manage change and ambiguity;
B. This definition covers the spectrum of activities from conception to implementation
(Kaufmann, 1993). Thus, while the term "innovation" is sometimes used, particularly
in the business world, to differentiate implementation of the idea or concept from the
idea origination or conceptualization ("creativity"), the two words will be used
synonymously;
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C. The spectrum of creative activities does not require that creativity be used at all times
in every stage from conception to implementation nor does every creative act have to
go through all stages. Creative contribution can occur anywhere along the spectrum;
D. Every person possesses creative abilities to one degree or another (Amabile, 1988a;
Maslow, 1968) and these abilities can be further developed through heightened use,
training, and nurturing (Barron, 1988; Isaksen, Puccio & Treffinger, 1993).

Each

individual has a unique brand of creativity or way of expressing this creativity
(Maslow, 1968). In addition, there are many forms in which can creativity can be
displayed. These forms include visual, mathematical-logical, linguistic, musical,
kinesthetic, interpersonal and intrapersonal (Gardner, 1993a);
E.

Creativity can exist along a continuum, “from the lower levels of'garden variety'
creativity observed in everyday life to the high level of creativity involved in
historically significant advances in any field of endeavor” (Amabile, 1988a, p. 147);

F.

Organizations need creativity and innovation in order to survive and thrive (Amabile,
1988a), particularly in turbulent times of change (Ford & Gioia, 1995b); and

G. The executive at the top of an organization plays a significant role in determining that
organization's performance and success, including the levels of innovation (Amabile,
1988a; Hage & Dewar, 1973; Hambrick & Brandon, 1988).
In addition to these assumptions, an understanding of creativity requires an analysis of its
»
components: Person (personality traits and motivation, demographics, knowledge and
experience, cognitive styles and perceptual filters, values/beliefs, and mentors), Press (the
particularities of the business organization, its strategy, structure, size, culture, values and norms;
the internal and external resources available to the organization and its top executive; the external
economic, political, and social environments; group characteristics, composition, norms,
pressures and values; feedback; and the nature of the job itself); Process (methods followed for
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the development, communication and production of creative products, perspectives and/or ideas
as well as learning processes); and Product (the tangible and intangible outcomes/outputs).
The four components of creativity need to be analyzed within the framework of
interaction and contextuality. Each component affects the others in a continual feedback process
(Woodman & Schoenfeldt, 1990). Creativity needs to be understood in the context of this
interaction of variables associated with the particular person, process, product and press in the
context of a specific situation at a particular point in time.
The multifaceted nature of creativity and the issues of contextuality, integration and
interaction among the components bring up many questions about measuring and assessing
creativity. Since "there is no reason to expect that any single measure can capture the essence of
creativity" (Puccio, 1994, p. 11), multiple measures and various research methodologies are
required in designing an approach for measuring and assessing creativity. Treffmger (1987) and
Amabile (1983) agree that the complexity of creativity results in significant measurement
problems.

In addition, "tests do not assess only stable individual differences in creative abilities

and attitudes. Even on tests that are designed to measure such differences, social and contextual
factors may at times play a crucial role in performance" (Amabile, 1983, p. 25).

Because of

these complexities and because the study was based on perceptions, no attempt was made to
measure levels of creativity.
The research for this study was based on the above definitions and assumptions. These
definitions and assumptions were tested and further refined during the interviews and the
subsequent analysis.
Dissertation Overview
This study has as its goal the identification of the key factors influencing creativity levels
in top executives. The rationale, purpose and significance of the study have been described.
Definitions and assumptions have been outlined. In the remainder of this dissertation, the
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following material will be covered. Chapter II is a review of the relevant literature. The design
and methodology for the study, including specific challenges and limitations presented by the
methodology and design selected, follow in Chapter III. Chapter IV presents the data, which is
then analyzed in Chapter V. A summary of the study’s findings and conclusions are included in
Chapter VI. Chapter VI also addresses implications and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
To understand the dynamics of creativity at the top of organizations requires grounding in
a variety of disciplines. Included in this grounding is an operational understanding of creativity
and its components and an understanding of the responsibilities of the top executive function.
The review that follows will thus incorporate literature from the fields of creativity, group
dynamics, decision making, strategic leadership and planning. It will also touch upon the areas of
communication and organizational development as critical to further understanding the role of the
top executive. Because of the diversity of the disciplines which need to be covered and
integrated to get to a better understanding of the dynamics, an organizing framework based on the
four components of creativity will be used to structure the literature review. Thus the literature
from the various fields will be discussed within the framework of the Person, Press, Process and
Product to provide a coherent presentation of the issues.
Creativity and Its Components: An Organizing Framework
As discussed in Chapter I, the definition of creativity is complex and often confusing. It
is sometimes used synonymously with creative thinking or problem solving. It really is much
more than that. To understand the dynamics of creativity at the top of organizations, it is
necessary to break creativity down into its components in order to better understand what makes a
person more or less creative (what is their unique expression of their creativity and at what level
of expertise); what makes press (the culture, environment, etc., including the complexity of the
job involved) more or less supportive of creativity; what processes can be used to enhance
individual creativity; to yield products or outcomes which can be categorized as creative.
This organizing framework has been used by Rhodes (1961) and Isaksen, et al. (1993)
and is similar to the one used by Woodman, Sawyer and Griffin (1993). Such an organizing
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framework is useful as a starting point for pulling together the variegated research on the different
factors known to influence creativity in top executives. By collapsing Isaksen's et al. (1993) task
into press and by combining Woodman et al.'s (1993) individual and team characteristics into
person, an organizing framework integrating their approaches appears below.

Cf. Isaksen, Puccio & Treffmger (1993); Woodman, Sawyer & Griffin (1993)

Figure 1: Organizing Framework

The next several sections include a review for each component of what is known First
about creativity in organizations and then about creativity in top executives. In this review, the
mainly speculative, theoretical, conceptual, and anecdotal literature will be combined with what
has been empirically shown to produce what is hopefully a clearer picture of the issues and
challenges facing a researcher in this area.
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Person
Definition
While definitions of the creative person often fail to take into consideration the wide
variety of patterns of ability (Guilford, 1987), several characteristics of creativity in individuals
have been identified. One of the founding fathers of creativity research, the psychologist J.P.
Guilford (1987), hypothesized from his experience and research that creative persons are
sensitive to problems, fluent (capable of producing a large number of ideas), flexible (capable of
changing set, finding new approaches), and have the ability to synthesize or organize ideas into
larger, more inclusive patterns as well as the ability to analyze or break those patterns down.
Barron (1988) and colleagues, after years of research with many diverse groups, determined that
the creative person has
an openness to new ways of seeing, intuition, alertness to opportunity, a liking
for complexity as a challenge to find simplicity, independence of judgment that
questions assumptions, willingness to take risks, unconventionality of thought
that allows odd connections to be made, keen attention, and a drive to find
pattern and meaning, (p. 95)
Based on studies, research and observations, others have added characteristics of the
creative person as being internally motivated, curious, having special cognitive abilities, such as
problem-solving skills and tactics for creative thinking; talented and possessing expertise
(Amabile, 1983, 1988b); self actualizing and self-accepting (Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 1962); selfassertive, autonomous, less conventional, not afraid to deviate from the status quo, free to
question, conscientious and empathic (Stein, 1965, 1982); devoted to work (Hayes, 1989);
tolerant of ambiguity, persistent, and knowledgeable (Simon, 1988); tending to strive for more
comprehensive answers or solutions (C. W. Taylor, 1962); and having broad interests, high
energy, and a sense of oneself as creative (Barron & Harrington, 1981).
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General Findings
Among many other factors that have been researched in the literature and which may be
particularly relevant to an understanding of creativity at the top of organizations are motivation,
intelligence, flexibility, and knowledge. Amabile (1988a) maintains that motivation is a key
ingredient. "No amount of skill in the domain or in methods of creative thinking can compensate
for a lack of appropriate motivation to do an activity" (p. 153).

Descriptions of motivators for

individuals within organizations depend upon the approach to motivation as either a component
of personality or a behavioral response. As a personality trait, the motivation to be creative can
be viewed from several viewpoints. Psychoanalytically, it can be seen as a result of the discharge
of pent-up emotion from the unconscious and the "elaboration of the 'freely rising' fantasies and
ideas related to daydreaming and childhood play" (Woodman, 1981, p. 46). From a humanistic
perspective, creativity can be seen as almost synonymous with self-actualization, as the tendency
for self-expression and activation of all self-enhancing capacities or as the result of a basic human
need for transcendence (Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 1962; Woodman, 1981). A behavioralist
perspective sees creativity as consequences of responses to environmental stimuli. (This
perspective will be further elaborated in the section on Press below.)
Intrinsic motivation, need for achievement and internal locus of control have been
discussed as more specific personality-based motivators having relationships to creativity.
Research on intrinsic motivation, defined as having an inner-directed interest in a task, has found
it to be significant for creativity (Amabile, 1983, 1988a and 1988b). Attention to extrinsic
motivators, such as evaluation, surveillance, reward, competition, and restricted choice, can
undermine performance (Amabile, 1983, 1988a, 1988b; Shalley, 1995). Amabile (1990)
acknowledges that her “own experimental research has begun moving beyond the simplicity of
the intrinsic motivation principle.... [since] it seems clear from anecdotal evidence that extrinsic
motivators such as reward and competition need not undermine creativity’ (p. 73). Indeed, the
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issues are complex, and it appears that an individual can be both intrinsically and extrinsically
motivated (Amabile, Hill, Hennessey & Tighe, 1994). Yet, the internal focus on self-competence
and self-determination, the seeking of challenging situations that are interesting and require the
use of one's competencies and resourcefulness do appear to be important to creativity (Deci &
Ryan, 1985).
Need for achievement, as defined by McClelland (1961), has been linked to
entrepreneurial behavior (McClelland, 1965). Its aspects of personal goal-setting, self mastery
and challenge, and interest in improvement can been seen as overlapping with intrinsic
motivation. However, a person with high need for achievement also tends to want to control,
anticipate and plan ahead, and prefers frequent and concrete feedback (cf.., Miller & Droge,
1986). It appears that need for achievement is a significant factor for success, but not necessarily
for creativity. The nature of the relationship between creativity and need for achievement would
seem to be an area for additional study.
Locus of control, defined by Rotter (1966), measures an individual's perception of how
much control he or she has over events, with persons at the “internal” end of the scale believing
that outcomes are based on their own behavior. Persons at the other end of the scale are labeled
"externals" and believe that outcomes are outside of their personal control. Outcomes are instead
under the control of the environment or other powerful factors (Anderson & Schneier, 1978).
Individuals noted for their creativity have been found to have an internal locus of control
(DuCette, Wolk & Friedman, 1972).
Questions regarding the link between intelligence and creativity are frequently raised
(Hayes, 1989; C. W. Taylor, 1962). However, given the issues of definition and measurement of
both creativity and intelligence, a link has not been conclusively found. Amabile (1983) and
Sternberg (1988) maintain that intelligence is a component of creativity, "a necessary but not a
sufficient, contributing factor" (Amabile, 1983, p. 84). One proposal which seems to summarize
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the debate appropriately is that "creativity and intelligence are an interrelated process and ... that
the intelligent response, at whatever level the individual is capable of, produces the ordinary,
while the creative response lifts the ordinary in to the realm of extraordinary" (Haensly &
Reynolds, 1989, p. 129).
Flexibility, as measured by the California Psychological Inventory as the extent to which
a person is adaptable and tolerant of ambiguity, has been found to correlate in mathematicians
and engineers with creativity (Hayes, 1989).

Knowledge levels, while recognized for their

importance in the creative process (Simon, 1988), have also been found to have negative effects,
such as functional fixedness (B. S. Stein, 1989).

Amabile (1988a) asserts that in fact a large

amount of properly coded (that is, organized according to general principles as opposed to
narrowly applicable collections of facts) knowledge is critical to increase the probability of a
creative response. The problem, she believes, is not the amount of knowledge but the number of
formulas or established algorithms used for processing knowledge.
Personal management styles have been cited as a critical component of a creative
environment (Amabile, 1988a, 1988b). Definitions of creative managers are usually based on
anecdotes, case studies, speculations and observations. Most of the focus has been on how to
manage innovation and/or creative individuals or on what creative managers or leaders do as
opposed to what a creative manager or leader is all about. There is little distinction between a
successful manager and a creative one. There are results of research on leaders (e.g., Kouzes &
Posner, 1987; Bennis & Nanus, 1985) which indicate that when acting at their personal best,
leaders behave in certain ways. They challenge the process, are willing to take risks, to innovate
and experiment, to break out of established ways, to make decisions under conditions of extreme
uncertainty, and to change the way things are and create new ways of working and a new way of
life (Kouzes & Posner, 1987) -- descriptions similar to those of the creative individual.
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Finally, Amabile (1988b) cites exposure to cultural diversity, either through traveling,
moving frequently or living in a culturally diverse society, and the exposure to a creative model
as factors having positive, reliable influences on creativity levels. Campbell (1960) also states
that
persons who have been uprooted from traditional cultures, or who have been
thoroughly exposed to two or more cultures, seem to have an advantage in the
range of hypotheses they are apt to consider, and through this means, in the
frequency of creative innovation, (p. 391)
Creativity Levels in Top Executives
At the top executives level, there is some more solid information.

In addition to much

observation and case studies on successful leaders, there is some empirical research. There is
also more questioning of the issues and recognition of the importance of this research. "Some
executives have more personal capacity for sustained questioning, openness, and energy than
others.... Executives have been found to vary significantly" on personality characteristics,
motivation, and values (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1993, p. 737). Top management backgrounds,
experiences and values influence the strategic choices they make (Hambrick & Mason, 1984;
Hambrick & Brandon, 1988). These strategic choices then have consequences on organizational
innovation strategies (Miller & Friesen, 1982) as well as on organizational performance
(Hambrick & Mason, 1984). The key factors influencing the creativity levels in the person of the
top executive and presumably thus influencing strategic choices can be broken down into the
categories of personality traits and motivation, demographics, knowledge, cognitive styles/maps
and perceptual filters, values/beliefs, and mentors.
Personality traits and motivation
Research on personality traits relative to creativity in top executives has focused on
flexibility and locus of control. In an analysis of the top executives of 97 firms. Miller and
Toulouse (1986) found that flexibility, as measured by the California Psychological Inventory,

15

was indicative of more risk taking and decision making based on hunches or intuition. This study
and others (Cox & Cooper, 1989) confirmed previous studies (Miller, Kets deVries & Toulouse,
1982) that executives with an internal locus of control are more likely to pursue strategies of
complex product-market innovation, take more risks, and are more proactive about the future.
Based on anecdotal information, Conger (1995) proposes that
creativity for many visionary leaders is often the result of their attempts to do
something difficult.... Visionary individuals think of possibilities, not
impossibilities. Risk taking is clearly an element of the process [as is] sheer
enjoyment, (p. 59)
There has been little research on other motivators in top executives, aside from the drive
for power, psychological pathologies and neuroses, which have been explored in depth by Kets
DeVries and his colleagues (Kets de Vries, 1984, 1993; Kets deVries & Miller, 1984a, 1984b,
1986). Examples of this line of research include the negative impact that a top executive’s focus
or obsession with power and control can have on a firm’s flexibility, degree of centralization and
control, and its adaptiveness to change.
Demographics
While demographic information abounds about top executives in general (articles on the
Fortune 500 list of CEOs and Useem and Karabel (1986) are just a few examples), there is limited
specific demographic information (age, background, tenure, education, experience) about the
more creative top executives. Nor is there much research on the link between these factors and
the creativity level in the top executives, such as the impacts of demographic issues on openness,
ability to handle change, ambiguity and complexity. Limited research on age, amount of
education, tenure, functional tracks, and career experiences has resulted in some data and
hypotheses regarding the correlation between these factors and creativity/innovation levels in
organizations.
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Age has been proposed to be inversely correlated to the pursuit of riskier strategies,
including more product innovation (Hambrick & Mason, 1984), based on the assumptions that
older managers have a greater stake in the status quo, are more security conscious, need more
time to process information, and/or are less able to handle new ideas.

This proposition is

supported by Wiersema and Bantel's (1992) statistical research of 87 manufacturing firms and
Norbum’s 1986 analysis of 354 directors in Great Britain. However, R. N. Taylor (1975), in his
study of general managers, and Hambrick et al. (1993) found contradictory evidence on age.
With regard to education as an influencing factor, Livingston (1971) questioned the
impact of formal education on successful careers in management. On the other hand, Hambrick
and Mason (1984) rely on extensive research in their hypothesis that the level of formal
education, but not the type, is positively related to receptivity to innovation. The results of
research on top management teams by Wiersema and Bantel (1992); on hospital administrators by
Kimberly and Evanisko (1981); and on San Francisco school system administrators (Baldridge &
Burnham, 1975) also support the contention that high levels of education are associated with
receptivity to innovation and tolerance for ambiguity. They also found that the level of
cosmopolitanism and professionalism, as measured by education, travel, work experience in other
locations, and reading material, was related to level of innovation.
Hambrick et al. (1993), based on a large-scale mail survey of 690 U.S. firms, found that
organizational and industry tenure were positively correlated with commitment to status quo.
Schwenk (1993) found similar results, with tenure increasing the likelihood of a diminished
ability to learn from past mistakes and objectively evaluate the reasons for success or failure.
Research by Miller (1991) found that long-tenured top executives tend to grow stale in the saddle,
particularly in industries in a turbulent environment, through a mix of overconfidence in the past
and/or their grasp of the environment; a failure to perceive, understand and react to changes from
historical trends, traditions and expectations; and too much autonomy and accrued power.
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Functional backgrounds appear to influence risk-taking behavior, since top managers
with output-function experience (e.g., marketing/sales) can be linked to product innovation
strategies, greater willingness to take risks, and a greater tolerance for ambiguity (Hambrick &
Mason, 1984; Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984). Wide and varied work experience has been found
to allow the broader thinking usually associated with creative thinking (Wiersema & Bantel,
1989).
Knowledge
A top executive brings to the job a repertoire of skills, experiences, and knowledge.
Simon (1988) emphasized the importance of a solid knowledge base in creative thinking. Jonas
et al. (1989) based on their interviews with top executives concluded that "life experiences are a
key source of a CEO's knowledge, often more than formal education or even knowledge gained
on the job."

The impact of knowledge base, competencies and experience on organizational

performance has been explored (Hambrick et al., 1993; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991; Hambrick
& Mason, 1984; Norbum, 1989; Schwenk, 1993).

However, there has not been a significant

amount of research linking this knowledge base with levels of creativity in top executives.
Conger (1989, 1995) and Starbuck (1995) are two exceptions in their case-study-based emphasis
for creative and visionary leaders to have broad marketplace and personal experiences that
heighten sensitivity to constituents and markets; and the need to keep current with clients,
customers, technologies and lower-level personnel to avoid the tendency for information and
expertise to become out of date.
The research done to date involves the negative impacts of too much knowledge on
willingness to change and take risks. This risk aversion has been linked to tenure (Schwenk,
1993).

Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) hypothesized that commitment to established paradigms

and willingness to experiment is linked with the stages of a top executive's tenure. “A CEO may
be more 'leamingful,' or open-minded, at some times than at other times [earlier rather than later]
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(p. 722).

As noted above, the research by Hambrick et al. (1993) found that tenure in an industry

significantly affects a top executive's commitment to the status quo. "While an understanding of
'industry wisdom' may have some beneficial effects, taken to extreme it reduces a management's
open-mindedness toward change" (p. 412). Thus given Amabile's (1988a) assertion described
earlier regarding knowledge levels and algorithmic problems, it appears that the proper level of
openness must accompany knowledge for positive attitudes toward change and innovation to
exist.
Cognitive Styles/Maps and Perceptual Filters
In addition to a knowledge base, a top executive brings to the job a set of conscious and
unconscious preconceptions, inferences and expectations (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991),
perceptual filters (Sutcliffe, 1994), and cognitive styles (Hurst, Rush & White, 1989). Filters are
needed in order to enable executives to make sense out of all the often ambiguous and conflicting
information provided to them.

Prahalad and Bettis (1986) maintain that these filters, or schemas,

enable a manager to avoid paralysis "by the need to analyze 'scientifically' an enormous number
of ambiguous and uncertain situations" (p. 489). But, such filters can significantly affect how top
executives view the world and whether they see challenges as opportunities or threats, whether
they are better able to deal with ambiguity, and whether they see the issues at all (Anderson &
Paine, 1975, Sutcliffe, 1994; Thomas & McDaniel, 1990).
Hurst et al. (1989) theorize that cognitive style preferences beyond the rational,
traditional strategic management approaches are required to promote "radical ideas and
innovative behaviors needed to renew established businesses" (p. 87). In a similar vein, Calori,
Johnson and Samin (1994), as a result of a series of interviews with top executives, argue that
higher levels of cognitive complexity are linked to a greater tolerance for ambiguity and the
ability to take in the perspectives of others.

19

Values
Organizational outcomes are seen as a reflection not only of cognitive styles and
perceptual filters but also of the values of powerful actors in an organization (England, 1967;
Hambrick & Mason, 1984). These values, defined as principles for ordering consequences or
alternatives according to desired preferences, have their origins in family, race, religion, culture,
as well as occupation and profession (Hambrick & Brandon, 1988).

Over twenty years ago,

Hage and Dewar (1973) found evidence to link the change-related values of the executive
director in health and welfare organizations with innovation and organizational performance.
Mohr (1969) adds the issue of the intensity of the values held relative to their impact on behavior.
From another perspective, Sturdivant, Ginter and Sawyer (1985) speculate from their research
that the personal value of conservatism in managers "as manifested in resistance to change, a
preference for tradition and cautious behaviour may be at the heart of problems confronting
companies which are losing their competitive position" (p. 31).
Mentors
In addition to the areas discussed above, another area for exploration is the impact of
mentors and role models on creativity levels in top executives. Studies of Nobel Laureates
indicate that they found role models from whom they learned thinking and working styles,
aesthetic sensibilities, and high standards were more important than any other factors (Amabile,
1983). This archival research highlights the delicate balance between the improvement in
creativity skills gained from such models and the tendency to imitate and the failure to break
away from their mentors. Akin (1987), based on interviews with managers, found that emulating
the successful behavior of a specific person or mentor was critical in their development of skills
and effectiveness. The possible negative impact of mentors and models for a top executives has
been cited by Norbum (1986) who found the impact of the first boss to be negatively related to
later performance of those top executives associated with organizations in decline.
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Person: A Summary
Thus, it appears that research on personality traits and motivation relative to the level of
creativity in a top executive yields some solid information as well as many inconclusive results.
An internal locus of control and high scores of flexibility on the CPI appear to be indicative of a
higher level of creative and innovative behavior in top executives. Cognitive styles, values and
filters play a role in influencing the way top executives look at the world and their preference for
innovation and creativity. Further research into these issues as well as those of the possibly
positive impacts of motivation, management styles, and mentors on a top executive's ability to be
more creative is clearly needed.
Press
General Description
While the authors discussed above place emphasis on personality and motivational
factors as accounting for differences in creativity among individuals, others, such as Amabile
(1983), assert that features of the environment can be the most crucial determinants of an
individual's creativity. Included in the 'press' component of creativity are the particularities of an
environment and the interaction of the person to that environment. Understanding what makes
press in the business context more or less supportive of creativity requires an analysis of, among
other factors, the organization’s psychological and political culture, prevailing leadership styles,
reward systems and organizational history; the organizational structure and design; the resources
available within the organization for creative endeavors; the strategic direction of the
organization; and the external environment and the relevant industry.
In addition, an analysis of press and its interaction with the individual in a business
context would also include group characteristics, composition, norms, pressures and values
(Stein, 1982; Woodman, et al., 1993). Finally, according to Kanter (1988), the nature of a job
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assignment (e.g., breadth of scope, degree of change involved, and degree of specificity and
ownership of means) can be an activating force for innovation.
Based on interviews with R&D scientists, bank employees, and sales and marketing
employees of a major railroad, Amabile (1988a, 1988b) found that, while personal factors are
major influences on output, environmental factors, such as culture, attitudes toward innovation,
structure, evaluation and reward systems, communication channels, and management style,
account for the variances between organizations. Amabile's research has also found that freedom,
sufficient resources, a spirit of playfulness, an atmosphere where innovation is prized and failure
is not fatal, recognition, sufficient time, challenge and a balanced amount of pressure are further
characteristics of a supportive environment (Amabile, 1983, 1988b).
Based on comparative research, in depth fieldwork and literature review, Kanter (1988)
adds complexity to the list: "more relationships, more sources of information, more angles on the
problem, more ways to pull in human and material resources, more freedom to walk around and
across the organization" as well as "looser boundaries, crosscutting access, flexible assignments,
open communication, and use of multidisciplinary project teams" (p. 178). She maintains that
creativity and innovation will flourish
where conditions allow flexibility, quick action and intensive care, coalition
formation, and connectedness. It is most likely to grow in organizations that
have integrative structures and cultures emphasizing diversity, multiple structural
linkages both inside and outside the organization, intersecting territories,
collective pride and faith in people's talents, collaboration, and teamwork.
(P- 172)
Additionally as a result of a two and a half year study of global organizations, Quinn
(1985) states that qualities seen as supportive of creativity are vision, orientation to the market,
small, flat organizations, and interactive learning.
One of the interesting factors requiring a certain balance in an environment conducive to
creativity is pressure. While time pressure and competition can be detrimental to creativity,
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pressure can also stimulate creativity. The presence of pressure must balance the importance and
criticality of the task, with sufficient time to complete the task (Amabile, 1988b). At the same
time, Van de Ven (1993) maintains that opportunities for innovation are often not recognized or
accepted until some shock occurs to trigger the action threshold of the individual or the
organization. Pierce and Delbecq (1977) maintain that felt pressure, tension, or needs appears to
be a precondition for the initiation and completion of the innovation process. It is possible that
the somewhat paradoxical results can be explained by making a distinction between the pressure
needed to initiate a change in attitude or actions, versus the environment necessary to sustain
creativity and innovation.
From this general description of a creative environment within an organization, results of
empirical research and theoretical and conceptual perspectives on the impact of press on
creativity levels which directly affect a top executive can be categorized according to strategy;
structure, size and information availability; culture, values and norms; resources; and external
environment.
The Organization’s Press
Strategy
The strategy of an organization has been shown to have an impact on the organization's
level of creativity and innovation. Miller and Friesen (1978, 1980b, 1982) from their research
based on business case analysis and structured interviews in 52 Canadian firms concluded that
one of the key determinants of a firm’s type, level and direction of innovation is that firm's
innovation strategy and the commitment to that strategy. Miles, Snow, Meyer & Coleman (1986)
support the impact of a particular strategy on innovation levels and decision making.
Structure, size and information availability
The size of an organization and its centralization are factors with conflicting results. A
large organization presumably has the resources to support innovation, but size can also lead to
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increased formalization, bureaucracy, isolation of leaders at the top, and coordination and
communication issues (Kanter, 1988). Quinn (1985) argues that small companies produce a
disproportionate number of innovations, because of lower risks, costs (e.g., for conversion of
technology and operations), and less chance of resistance from organized groups such as labor
unions, consumer advocates and government bureaucracies. Results of a study of 199
midwestem banks by Bantel & Jackson (1989) found a positive curvilinear relationships between
size and innovation. Such a curvilinear relationship between innovation and size is a real
possibility. It is also possible that the relationship is dependent upon the type of innovation under
consideration: technical, in smaller firms and administrative, in larger ones (Kimberly &
Evanisko, 1981).
Miller and Friesen (1982) cite the different sides to the debate on centralization with one
side arguing that the concentration of power inhibits imaginative solutions and the other side
arguing for the need for a powerful leader to make bold innovations and overcome resistance to
change. The issue of centralization may also be related to the phase of innovation with idea
initiation being enhanced by decentralization, but implementation being better enabled by
centralization (Daft, 1978; Damanpour, 1991).
Other structural variables found to affect innovation levels include degree of complexity,
formalization and diversity within the organization (Aiken & Hage, 1971; Fredrickson, 1986);
degree of centralization of decision-making (Aiken & Hage, 1971; Kimberly & Evanisko, 1981);
the quality of communication and the movement of ideas upward and laterally across the
organization as well as outside the organization with its environment and constituencies (Aiken &
Hage, 1971; Bums & Stalker, 1961; Damanpour, 1991; Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988;
Utterback, 1971); status differences or stratification (Pierce & Delbecq, 1977); hierarchical levels
(Kanter, 1983; Paolilo & Brown, 1978); boundaries and specialization (Fredrickson, 1986); rate
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of organizational change and stage of organizational growth (Mintzberg, 1973); and age of the
organization (Kanter, 1988; Kimberly & Evanisko, 1981; Pierce & Delbecq, 1977).
Culture, values and norms
Kanter (1988) stresses the important role of organization's culture as promoting tradition
or change. "Pride in company, coupled with knowing that innovation is mainstream rather than
countercultural, helps to stimulate innovation" (p. 182). Based on the results of a survey
questionnaire of research scientists and professional engineers, Paolilo and Brown (1978)
concluded that organizational climate dimensions, such as a collegial atmosphere, perceived
autonomy, a climate which encourages creative opportunity, and educational opportunities,
played a larger role than organizational characteristics such as structure and design.
The organization's history of innovation, as seen in its commitment to strategic renewal
or to the status quo has also been found to play a role in innovation levels, as Miller and Friesen
(1980, 1982) found in 52 Canadian firms. Aiken and Hage (1971) concluded that among the
health and welfare organizations they studied, "others things being equal, innovative
organizations of the past are likely to be innovative organizations of the present and of the future"
(p. 66).
A major consideration within an organization's culture is the impact that its reward,
performance and goal systems have on creativity levels. An organizational culture, such as the
culture at 3-M or Hewlett Packard, is supportive of creativity, when it “encourages innovative
ways of representing problems and finding solutions, regards creativity as both desirable and
normal, and favors innovators as models to be emulated” (Locke & Kirkpatrick, 1995). The
definition of such organizational goals and performance evaluation systems apparently need to be
balanced against evidence that extrinsic motivators, such as evaluation, reward, competition, and
a general extrinsic motivational orientation toward work, can be deterrents to creativity (Amabile,
1988a; Amabile, Hill, Hennessey & Tighe, 1994; Burnside, 1990; Shalley, 1995).

25

Within an organization, the impact of team and group values, characteristics and norms
will also impact creative performance. Observations by Gioia (1995) argue for an emerging view
of creativity as a group, team, or collective effort, especially within organizations. While
heterogeneity of the group can lead to more creative solutions (Woodman et al., 1993),
particularly with complex tasks (Stein, 1982), group pressures can also inhibit performance
(Manz & Sims, 1982; Stein, 1982).
In addition to the above, other cultural factors cited as having possible impacts on
creativity levels in an organization include executive skills and management styles (Amabile,
1988b); job design, rotation and career paths (Tushman & Nadler, 1986); and diversity of work,
ideas, technologies, employees, and external markets (Miller & Friesen, 1982; Utterback, 1977).
Resources
Availability of resources (money, staff, information, materials, and space) play a key role
in promoting creativity (Amabile, 1988b; Kanter, 1988) since such resources enable new
strategies and products, exploitation of opportunities, and innovative experimentation (Bourgeois,
1981). Aiken and Hage's (1971) research found that the pool of talent and level of
professionalism were also critical to innovation in an organization. While good organizational
performance and available resources do facilitate innovation, they can also lead to complacency
and commitment to the status quo (Hambrick, 1994; Miller & Friesen, 1980b). Thus it appears
that there needs to be the right balance of resource availability and a sense of urgency to use those
resources for constant improvement.
External environment
Forces outside an organization also play an important role in affecting innovation levels.
Increased uncertainty, diversity and changing demand for services in the community and
customer base, location, growth and change in wealth and population density (Baldridge &
Burnham, 1975); societal values, increasing size and complexity of external power systems (e.g.,
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governmental and other regulatory agencies, employees, unions, special pressure groups)
(Mintzberg, 1973); and other rapid changes in the external environment (Burns & Stalker, 1961)
are all major stimuli to the organization’s innovative behavior. Other factors include close
proximity and ample communication flows between innovators and users, a highly skilled,
professional, cosmopolitan workforce, more interdependence, competition, and governmental
support (Kanter, 1988); the age and demands of the industry (Hambrick, 1994); trends in the
workforce, the economy, and the market (Tushman & Nadler, 1986); and the spirit of the times or

Zeitgeist (Stein, 1982).
The Top Executive's Press
The influences on the top executive from press, both inside and outside the organization,
are similar to, as well as different from, those on other organizational members. Clearly, the
environment facing most top executives today "forces managers to confront the critical
constraints of speed, decisiveness, innovation, analysis and caution" (Bourgeois & Eisenhardt,
1987, p. 156) where there is rapid and discontinuous change in demand, competitors, technology
and/or regulation, such that information is often inaccurate, unavailable, or obsolete (Bourgeois &
Eisenhardt, 1988). Mangaliso, Mir and Bhati (1995) define today's environment, in which
corporations have to learn to operate, as fast changing, unpredictable and even turbulent, where it
is difficult for management to predict and select a future course of action. The impact of such an
environment is felt much more strongly by the top management team, as opposed to other
organizational members, because senior managers are expected to meet the challenges of creating
meaning and facilitating the emergence of real choices from that environment.
Feedback and Other Variables
While the organizational variables described above clearly impact a top executive,
additional factors come into play at the higher levels of the organization. The turbulent
environment in which the top executive works does not always provide good, immediate
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feedback. As a result of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with eighty-four executives from
major manufacturing and services industries, Longenecker and Gioia (1988, 1992) found that
despite the fact that a top executive performs "the most uncertain, unstructured, ill-defined, and
most often the most important work in organizations" (1992, p. 18), they receive little open,
honest, regular and direct feedback about their performance other than on financial criteria. What
feedback top executives do receive usually comes from boards, which they have usually had
significant influence in selecting, or from subordinates who are well-known for their
unwillingness to give honest feedback (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991).
Other variables influencing the ability of top executives to manage in this environment
and to improve their alertness and open-mindedness include competitive rivalry (Hambrick &
Fukutomi, 1991) as well as "pressure from owners or overseers on the top executive to perform"
(Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991, p. 736; cf. also, Kanter, 1983); executive compensation (Ungson
& Steers, 1988); the internal political environment (Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988); size of the
organization and its impacts on what a senior manager does (Mintzberg, 1973); isolation at the
top (Bums & Stalker, 1961; Kanter, 1988; Quinn, 1985); life cycle of their time in office
(Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991); degree of discretion (Hambrick & Finkelstein, 1987); and
ownership, position of power and visibility (Hambrick, 1994; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991).
Top Management Team
Moving from the general environment challenging the top executive to the more specific,
Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) argue that "no single condition may be more critical to ongoing
top executive freshness than the caliber of the accompanying team" (p. 736). Bantel and Jackson
(1989) found that team characteristics outweigh those of the top executive in predicting
organizational outcomes. At the Top Management Team (“TMT”) level, numerous studies
indicate the positive impact on performance, receptivity to change, risk taking and creative
decision making felt by certain characteristics of the team such as diversity with respect to age,

28

educational background, field of specialization, experience and functional backgrounds in the top
management team (Bantel & Jackson, 1989; Murray, 1989; Norburn & Birley, 1988; Wiersema &
Bantel, 1992); differentiation in belief structure and perceptions resulting in a better search for
and processing of information (Dutton & Duncan, 1987; Sutcliffe, 1994); and cognitive styles
(Hurst, et al., 1989).
Of course, other issues can also work against the effectiveness of the TMT. Members of
a TMT tend to be aggressive, with a high need for power and individual achievement. Such
individuals do not often respond positively to the requirements of lateral collaboration and
teamwork (Ancona & Nadler, 1989; Hambrick, 1994). The 'succession tournament' among these
individuals, compensation incentives which favor individual achievement versus TMT
accomplishments, the special meaning attached to being a TMT member, and the generally
political and highly visible nature of the environment (Ancona, 1990; Ancona & Nadler, 1989;
Hambrick, 1994) can all work against a positive influence of the TMT.
Job Responsibilities
Finally, at the job responsibilities level, the top executive's job meets Kanter's (1988)
definition of one conducive to creativity (breadth of scope, degree of change involved, and degree
of specificity and ownership of means).

Some authors view the strategist's responsibility as "an

imaginative one, a creative one, an art" (Smircich & Stubbart, 1985, p. 730). According to
Mintzberg, Raisinghan & Theoret (1976):
[The] strategic decision process is characterized by novelty, complexity, and
open-endedness, by the fact that the organization usually begins with little
understanding of the decision situation it faces or the route to its solution, and
only a vague idea of what that solution might be and how it will be evaluated
when it is developed. This is decision making under ambiguity, where almost
nothing is given or easily determined, (pp. 250-1)
It would thus appear that the nature of the top executive’s job responsibilities should put great
demands on individual creativity levels.
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Certainly the broad set of responsibilities, the variety of skills, ranging from strong
interpersonal capabilities through complex cognitive skills, as well as the multiplicity of
constituencies which need to be managed, require a wide range of role behaviors (Hart & Quinn,
1993; Jackofsky & Slocum, 1988; Mintzberg, 1973, 1975). Mintzberg's (1973, 1975) famous
study of 5 executives concluded with an array of 10 roles required by such executives in
performing their jobs. In a study of 916 midwestern businesses, Hart and Quinn (1993)
synthesized work done to date on leadership roles and proposed that there are four clusters
(vision setter, motivator, analyzer, and task master) required to handle the competing demands of
innovation, commitment, efficiency and performance faced by top managers and executive
leaders.
Additional complexity is added by the fact that those roles are changing. As Bums and
Stalker (1961) pointed out many years ago, the omniscience of the chief executive is an out-ofdate concept. Vaill (1989) challenges the myth of control through a pyramidal chain of command
and the myth of a single person as manager. Trends in the workplace toward shared
responsibility, universal management, and ambiguous authority all threaten the view of the chief
executive in control from the top of the organization (Vaill, 1989).
Press: A Summary
Thus, it appears that although the evidence is sometimes confusing and inconclusive, the
press or environment — for example, the external environment, the strategy, the organizational
structure and culture, and the nature of the job itself — surrounding the top executive plays a
significant role in shaping behavior and responses. Among other variables, it appears that the
more organic, informal and less structured the organization; the more varied and broad the
communication flows; the more the strategy and culture are aligned with innovation; the more
heterogeneous the Top Management Team; and the more complex the job responsibilities, the
more powerful the influences on higher creativity levels in the top executive.
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Process
General Findings
The level of creativity in individuals is not just a matter of their personal characteristics
nor is it completely dependent on the press in which they operate. The processes followed
comprise another set of differentiating variables. Included in the category of creative practices
and techniques which enhance decision making under conditions of uncertainty, ambiguity, and
complexity are: cognitive processes, such as problem solving and brainstorming (Stein, 1975);
techniques to break perceptual and cognitive sets, keep response options open as long as possible,
suspend judgment, break out of performance scripts, and perceive creatively (Amabile, 1983);
and group processes followed in decision and consensus making (Woodman et al., 1993). Also
included are the more primary processes, such as fantasy, relaxation (Torrance, 1988),
visualization (Anthony, Bennett, Maddox & Wheatley, 1993), dreaming (D. H. Feldman, 1988),
and meditation, all of which allow the mind to operate synchronistically between the conscious
and unconscious and to integrate both processes, leading to the development of new perspectives
(Mumford & Gustafson, 1988).
The processes that help individuals tap into their own creativity, solve problems and see
things differently are many and varied. No one way is right for any one particular person all the
time. Or as Simonton (1993) puts it: "Seldom does 'one size fit all"' (p. 183). "There is no one
absolute creative process, but, rather, a set of creative processes differentially related to
alternative types of creative endeavors” (Mumford & Gustafson, 1988. p. 38). Amabile (1983)
points out, these processes
are best considered as ways of approaching a problem that can lead to set¬
breaking and novel ideas, rather than as strict rules that should be applied by
rote.... Moreover, the utility of a given [process] may be idiosyncratic to a
particular individual, (p. 73)
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Group processes are impacted by the very diversity of the group which is critical to
creative output (Woodman et al., 1993). Ziller (1972) hypothesizes that "the associative link
between [group] composition and productivity is mediated by affective group structure and group
processes" (p. 390). Thus, attention to and training in group processes, such as conflict
resolution, decision making, and others to avoid the symptoms of'groupthink' (Manz & Sims,
1982) or running on "automatic pilot" (Hambrick, 1994), and other symptoms of poor group
management, appear to be critical to maximizing creative output.
Other processes identified by Rhodes (1961) for enhancing the creativity of an individual
and/or the implementation of a creative product are learning and communicating processes.
These processes have not received the same attention in the creativity literature as have creative
thinking and problem solving. Nor does there appear to be a great deal of literature or research
on how learning and communicating styles can enhance an individual's creativity.
At the organizational level, based on their observations, Tushman and Nadler (1986)
contend that "the most innovative organizations are effective learning systems; they maximize
both their ability to acquire information about customers, competitors and technology, and their
ability to process that information” (p. 81). Senge (1990) also proposes that organizations must
become learning organizations, and includes concepts not unfamiliar to the creativity world such
as systems (or organic) thinking; personal mastery; new mental models; shared vision; and team
learning (Senge, 1990; Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith & Kleiner, 1994). Quinn (1985) emphasizes
the importance of interactive learning through constant interchange with customers and creative
consortia-type relationships with other organizations and academic institutions.
At the management level, additional processes come into play. Work in the linguistics
and management disciplines has explored a manager's use of metaphors and other modes of
speech, as well as the incorporation of feelings and nonverbal communication styles. With regard
to management communication, "metaphors and analogies, stories and myths, slogans and
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maxims — all can play important roles in making action happen.... Their power comes from their
ability to stimulate imagination” (Eccles, Nohria & Berkely, 1992, p. 34) and because of their
ability to evoke strong emotions (Conger, 1991).
Daft and Wiginton (1979) discuss the role of "high variety" language (e.g., language rich
in symbols to communicate a wide range of ideas, emotions and experience) in understanding the
complexities of organizations and organizational behavior. Ford (1995) and Stein (1982) also
emphasize communication as very useful in the creative process for gathering ideas, gamering
support and sponsorship, and ensuring inclusion of key participants to ensure consideration of
their perspectives and feelings.
Top Executives Processes
Information Processing
At the top executive level, all of the above processes continue to be important. However,
there are other processes that come into play. Executives are subjected to an incredible amount of
information, from competing sources which must be scanned, taken in, sorted and interpreted
(Daft & Weick, 1984; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Mintzberg, 1973). Case studies lead Conger
(1995) to assert that visionary creativity involves the ability to synthesize diverse information,
weed out that which is irrelevant, and conceptualize that which appears useful into a coherent
picture to formulate a vision. Daft, Sormunen and Parks (1988), from their research based on
interviews with top executives of fifty manufacturing firms, found that chief executives in highperforming companies scanned more frequently and more broadly, using more personal
information sources, in response to strategy and environmental uncertainty than their counterparts
in low-performing companies. Studies cited by Daft and Lengel (1984) and Daft, Bettenhausen
and Tyler (1993) not only support the above results, but also indicate that the richness, diversity,
sources and amount of information also increased with perceived uncertainty.
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Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) maintain that the sources of a top executive's information
become increasingly narrow and restricted as tenure in the position extends, with an increasing
reliance on internal sources of information as opposed to external sources. This reliance is
"aggravated by the tendency for those sources to have learned how to cater to the CEO's
information preferences.... A great deal of information filtering and molding occurs" (p. 726).
Techniques for dealing with the challenges of an over/under supply of information, informational
filtering and lack of honest, direct feedback (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991) are using a wide
variety of sources and types of data (Daft et ah, 1988), and keeping a wide information network,
often ignoring organization charts (Wrapp, 1967). Another way of getting information is to
establish a well-informed, objective, understanding, and supportive, sounding board with whom
the top executive can discuss fears, problems, and doubts (Kets de Vries, 1993).
What senior managers do with all this information, how they process it and make
decisions, has also been investigated by several authors. In Wrapp's (1967) observations,
successful managers go beyond just finding a satisfactory alternative when making decisions.
"Good managers are not guilty of such myopic thinking. Unless they mull over a wide range of
possibilities, they cannot come up with the imaginative combinations of ideas which characterize
their work" (p. 97).
Coming up with this combination of ideas appears to come from a variety of thinking and
processing capabilities. Based on his experiences Barnard (1938) discusses the dual functions of
the brain and its logical/analytical and nonlogical/affective/intuitive reasoning powers. Agor
(1986) reports on the results of field studies, testing and follow-up of over 2,000 managers: those
“at the top in every organization studied scored higher than middle- or lower-level managers on
their ability to use intuition to guide their key decisions" (p. 7), particularly at times of a high
level of uncertainty, limited availability of precedence and facts, unclear facts, the presence of
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multiple alternatives, and the existence of significant time and other pressures to come up with a
decision.
Other observed methods of thinking, problem solving and decision making at the top
executive level are the use of rational, disciplined inquiry and analysis and nonrational insight
and intuition (Isenberg, 1984); accessing both the left and right sides of the brain (Mintzberg,
1976; Taggart & Robey, 1981); acting thinkingly, or simultaneous thought and action (Isenberg,
1984; Weick, 1983); the appropriate appreciation of emotion in the decision making process
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Mumby & Putnam, 1992); the development of a spiritual orientation,
involving "continuous humility [which] can motivate a listening for other voices beyond our
ordinary thought" (Torbert, 1983, p. 103); and the use of imagination and imagery in enriching
assessments of the future and providing higher quality solutions (Anthony, et ah, 1993; Ogilvie,
1995).
Learning and Self-development
Learning is an important process for a top executive. "A new top executive enters the job
at a disadvantage in terms of knowledge of the task — the facts, trends, contacts, and procedures
that pertain to the successful conduct of the top executive's role in the focal firm" (Hambrick &
Fukutomi, 1991, p. 725). This learning challenge can be somewhat offset by prior experience as
a top executive in another company as well as by promotion from within the firm. However, the
challenge is one that needs to be addressed rapidly. The challenges of the job continue to call for
learning and renewal (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991).
Through observations, Akin ( 1987) and Kaplan, Drath and Kofodimos (1987) found that
executive development strategies included using a mentor, formal and informal feedback,
personal growth through introspection and personal exploration, and scientific learning. Brouwer
(1964) discusses the results of case studies which indicate that a manager's ability to understand
personal filters, conflicts in self-concept and self-expectations, and the ability to change and grow
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are directly tied to effectiveness on the job. Mintzberg (1973) describes the need for the
development in managers of the skills of introspection. Quick, Nelson and Quick (1987)
maintain that self-awareness greatly enhances the ability to manage the demands and stresses of
the job, "because [the executives] understand their own limits and the professional and personal
networks essential to complement and supplement their natural abilities. In this way they are able
to sustain the success they pursue and achieve" (p. 144). Argyris (1991) emphasizes the need for
senior managers to be aware of their "theories-in-use" as a critical first step for personal and
organizational learning.
Kaplan et al. (1987) recognize that such self-development and self awareness can
encounter several obstacles at the executive level. These include the hectic pace, unrelenting
demands of the job which leave little time for introspection; the resistance, fostered by success, to
changing behavior or recognizing personal weaknesses; executive isolation; and insulation from
criticism from subordinates who are reluctant to risk offending them.
Self-awareness, an attitude of learning from mistakes, a willingness to change, and
commitment to new learning may not come easily in such a highly visible position. Yet these
attitudes are critical. As several authors have pointed out, "it is only by recognizing their own
fallibility that executives are able to avoid making decisions or taking actions that are unrealistic
rather than idealist. There is a clarion call here for greater self-awareness" (Srivastva, 1983,
p. 298). Bums and Stalker (1961) define an organization more conducive to innovation where
omniscience is no longer imputed to the head of the concern and knowledge is recognized as
located anywhere in the organization. Overcoming the image of the top executive and
recognizing human fallibility appear to be part of self development and learning (cf. Vaill, 1989).
Communication Processes
Individual communication processes and their interaction with the creativity levels of top
executives are another area of interest for this study. Jonas, et al. (1989, 1990) begin to address
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this complicated topic: "Executive work is mostly talk. It is more symbol-intensive than laborintensive, requiring the creation of meaning” (1989, p. 205). Perhaps, the "primary contribution
of the most senior executive is to create meaning through the skillful use of language" (1989,
p. 213). There has been some exploration into communication styles, such as a manager's use of
metaphors and other modes of speech to stimulate imagination and evoke emotions and to
incorporate feelings and nonverbal communication styles as part of the organizational change
process (Conger, 1991; Daft & Lengel, 1984; Daft & Wiginton, 1979; Eccles, et ah, 1992; Peters,
1980). However, there does not appear to be research on the impact of communication on a top
executive’s own creativity levels.
Top Management Team Processes
At the Top Management Team level of decision making and strategic planning, there are
several process issues which influence the effectiveness of the team and the positive impact
which TMT diversity can have on the quality of innovative and creative decision making when
addressing complex, non-routine problems and ill-defined, novel decision making (Bantel &
Jackson, 1989; Hambrick & Mason, 1984).

Ancona (1990) cites the negative effects of

heterogeneity on team performance, because of the costs of coordination and the time involved in
reaching decisions. However, in a longitudinal laboratory study of fast-advancing middle
managers involved in strategic planning, Schweiger, Sandberg and Rechner (1989) determined
that decisional conflict enhanced the quality of decisions and that with experience, this approach
to decision making can be completed efficiently and with group members' satisfaction and
acceptance.
The effectiveness of the Top Management Team interaction and the processes followed
appear to play a major role in determining the quality of their decisions. Critical factors in
obtaining positive performance results are the TMT's willingness to share information and to fully
air differences in assumptions and interpretations; the quantity and quality (richness, timeliness,
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accuracy) of information exchange; collaborative behavior and decision making (Hambrick,
1994); processes for conflict resolution, decision making, framework setting, negotiation and
coordination (Ancona & Nadler, 1989); and the commitment to team learning, renewal, and self¬
development (Kofodimos, 1991).

In their study of 53 high technology firms. Smith, Smith,

Olian, Sims, O'Bannon and Scully, (1994) found support for the links between process,
demography and performance: "top management teams that work well together react faster, are
more flexible, use superior problem solving techniques, and are more productive and efficient
than less integrative teams" (p. 432).
Process: A Summary
Research done to date on process issues points to the positive influences on the creativity
levels in top executives of the utilization of rational and non-rational processes as well as of
multiple sources and media of data for information gathering, problem solving, continuous
learning, introspection and communication. It has also been well documented that for a
heterogeneous Top Management Team to have its positive benefits on creative decision making,
it must have processes in place to promote high functioning performance.
Product
General
The combination of the person, set in a press, using certain processes results in a
product or outcome. While the focus of much research in creativity and innovation has been on
tangible products, outcomes can also include intangible processes: organizational designs, new
methods, increased efficiency, greater motivation, job satisfaction, and changes in the way people
in an organization, think, feel, and do things (Basadur, 1993).
Defining an outcome or product as creative involves looking at it from several
perspectives. In Besemer and Treffinger's (1981) comprehensive review and synthesis of the
work done to date on creative qualities of products, 14 categories are defined. They emphasize
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that not all characteristics have to apply for a product to be judged creative; however, the more
the product meets all characteristics, the higher the level of creativity. These categories include:
novelty, originality (or statistical infrequency), germaneness and transformational ability; a
logical, adequate, appropriate, useful and valuable resolution; and elaboration and synthesis, the
solution’s expressiveness, complexity, craft, elegance and attractiveness.
While Bessemer and Treffmger focused on characteristics that describe a creative
product, other authors (e.g., Amabile, 1988a) look at the process required to deliver a creative
product. In this definition, a response to a problem where a path to the solution is very clear and
straightforward is not creative (Amabile, 1988a). Amabile (1988a) would also add to the
definition the need for appropriate evaluation by experts in the field.
To confound the problem further, it appears that as with persons and processes, products
have their high and low levels of creativity (Amabile, 1988a). Or as Shalley (1995) points out,
"creativity exists on a continuum, with creative solutions and strategies ranging form minor
adaptations to major breakthroughs" (p. 500).
Top Executive Products
It would thus seem to be a challenge for researchers to define, measure and judge this
final component, the product or outcomes of a top executive. Using the criteria cited above,
strategies, for example, could be defined as "original," "germinal" "appropriate," "well-crafted,"
"organic," and even "attractive." For example, Conger (1995) defines the visionary, creative
leader as having a "seemingly uncanny ability" (p. 54) to foresee trends and capitalize upon them
to devise revolutionary new products, services, or organizations.

However, getting agreement on

the definitions of "revolutionary and new" runs into several challenges.
The issue of subjectivity of the evaluator and the problems of measurements are not the
only problems. Attributing the creativity of the strategy to the creativity of the top executive
would be difficult. Extenuating circumstances, such as the role of the top executive's press,
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including, but not limited to, the economy and the strategy and history of the organization, make
clear definition difficult. Also the long-term nature of the top executive's responsibilities adds
more confusion, since the lack of a bounded time fame (Hambrick, 1994) and the time lag
between initiation of activities and their impact on performance (Hart & Quinn, 1993) cause
additional measurement and assessment problems.
MacKinnon (1987) agrees and states that in his view, the creativeness of a leader or a top
executive "centers more in the realm of interpersonal and social relations than in the realm of
ideas and theoretical problems while obviously not ignoring the latter" (p. 121). He further states
that
a critical issue for future research in creativity is to find ways and means of
studying creativity that eventuate not in objective, palpable, enduring objects but
in subjective, intangible, and sometimes fleeting interpersonal relations,
educational, social, business, and political climates which permit and encourage
those in them to develop and to express to the full their creative potential, (p. 121)
Product: A Summary
It thus seems a fairly formidable task to determine the creativity of a product or outcome
of a top executive. Research would be subjective and most likely anecdotal, unless measured in
quantitative terms alone. A quantitative analysis would not necessarily explore the fundamentally
creative reasons for the success. In addition, it would be difficult to isolate the causes given the
complexities discussed above.
Summary and Next Steps
This literature review has served to fill in many pieces of the puzzle concerning creativity
levels in top executives. While the above examination has hopefully brought a new perspective
and more focus to the issues and helps provide the groundwork for the research study, it is clear
that much remains to be done. This is true, especially since there are more inconclusive findings
than conclusive ones from this exploratory expedition. In addition to the lack of clear evidence
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regarding the factors influencing creativity in top executives, there does not appear to be results
regarding the relative weight of the four components to creativity.
Thus, further work needs to be pursued since creativity at the top of organizations is no
longer a luxury in the environment we live in today. The next step then is to test some of the
questions against the real world and obtain input and feedback from top executives to lend further
understanding and to put the investigation into a true context of a particular person, in a certain
place, at a particular point in time.
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CHAPTER III
DESIGN, METHODOLOGY, CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
Rationale for Qualitative Approach
The issues of the complexity and contextuality surrounding an understanding of creativity
at the top of organizations and the lack of previous knowledge relative to specific factors
influencing creativity levels in top executives challenge the researcher wishing to pursue this
investigation. Questions are many and include: what impact on creativity levels do early
experiences have; what roles do the economy, the industry or the organizational culture play in
affecting personal creativity levels; what about the size of the organization or reward systems or
role models/mentors? A review of the types of research most appropriate for a study of this
nature led to the conclusion that a qualitative approach was the best choice.
A qualitative study is designed to allow the researcher to explore opinions, beliefs and
understanding of particular phenomena (Yeager, 1986). Through this exploration, further
understanding of the issues should be obtained. An exploratory, qualitative approach to research
is recommended by Marshall and Rossman (1995) when in-depth digging into complexities and
processes is required or when relevant variables have yet to be identified. Such an exploratory
study which results in the identification of variables for subsequent explanatory or predictive
research should contribute valuable information. Qualitative researchers
claim forcefully to know relatively little about what a given piece of observed
behavior means until they have developed a description of the context in which
the behavior takes place and attempted to see that behavior from the position of
its originator. (Van Maanen, 1979b, p. 520)
Observation, description and explanation were appropriate goals in pursuing the
questions around creativity at the top of organizations until more of the variables were known. At
that point, theories can be defined and testable hypotheses can then be pursued (Marshall &
Rossman* 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994).
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This study was designed to be exploratory and descriptive. It delved into the factors
influencing creativity levels in top executives through in-depth interviewing.

The data collected

from the executives interviewed was based on their perceptions of the factors influencing the
change in their creativity levels during their climb to and tenure at the top. In this regard the
study met the description of qualitative research provided by Locke, Spirduso and Silverman
(1993):
In qualitative research, the focus of attention is on the perceptions and
experiences of the participants. What individuals say they believe, the feelings
they express, and explanations they give are treated as significant realities. In
that sense, this is a profoundly relativistic view of the world. The researcher is
not seeking the kind of verifiable and absolute “truth” that functions in a cause
and effect model of reality. The working assumption is that people make sense
out of their experiences and in doing so create their own reality. In qualitative
research, understanding both the content and construction of such multiple and
contingent realities is regarded as central to answering the question, “What’s
going on here?” (p. 99)
The data, based on these perceptions, was expected to provide a better understanding of
the complex issues of creativity in top executives. Through the use of their own stories in their
own words, set in the context of their particular situations, the study sought to better understand
the factors and find a deeper awareness of how backgrounds, experiences, environment, and other
influences impact a top executive’s creativity levels.

While a focus was on external factors,

questions regarding other factors were also asked in order to ensure appropriate understanding of
the context.
Researchers in the area of creativity in the last ten years have begun to argue for an
interactionist, integrative and holistic approach to the study of the phenomenon. “Understanding
creativity, like understanding any aspect of human behavior, requires us to take the interactionist
perspective: behavior is a complex interaction between person and situation" (Amabile & Tighe,
1988, p. 23). Gardner (1988b) suggests using a combination of analytic frameworks and
synthesizing procedures of great scope and subtlety for understanding creativity. According to
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Woodman and Schoenfeldt (1990), any organizing framework for researching creativity should
use designs and methodologies that examine creativity interactively rather than just in isolation
since each component is also continuously affecting the others in a constant feedback process.
Murdock and Puccio (1993) assert that a contextual, integrative, and interactionist approach is
"especially important in communicating the richness and depth surrounding such a multifaceted
area of inquiry" as creativity (p. 275). Finally, Yau (1995) argues that
creativity can no longer be analyzable as components or parts but should be seen
as a system of whole, patterns and interconnections which is constantly in a state
of being and becoming. The best we can do is to search for some patterns and
maybe overall principles, (p. 61)
Researchers into organizational issues also stress the need for a qualitative approach.
According to Mintzberg (1979), “we shall never have closure [on the unending debates about
organizational functioning] so long as we pretend that other things can be held constant. We live
in a world of dynamic systems” (p. 588).

Daft and Wiginton (1979) assert:

In order to make sense of our organizational worlds, we have to use the most
powerful, yet suitable, research tools at our disposal. For the processes within
organizations, the appropriate research techniques will have to acknowledge
complexity and ambiguity. Reliance on high variety forms of language will
allow us to identify and interpret events based on the perceptions of humans
involved with the system. Linguistic variables could become the focus of
analytic techniques rather than numeric data exclusively. And there is no reason
to apologize for these procedures. True science will seek the most suitable way
to study a particular phenomenon. We are suggesting that softer, qualitative
techniques are often better suited to the study of complex human organizations....
Understanding ranks equally with method, (p. 189)
In the field of leadership, similar arguments are being made. Bryman, Bresnen,
Beardsworth and Keil (1988) suggest a qualitative approach to the study of leadership, not only
because it takes the actor’s viewpoint as a central focus, but also because it may bring to the
surface issues and topics which are important yet which can be omitted by relying on the
researcher as the source of what is relevant. With this approach it is possible to see the variety in
social life, not to the exclusion of quantitative research, but in addition, in order to introduce a
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wider range of contextual variables into the investigation, to establish a greater sensitivity to the
diversity of contexts and situations in which leadership occurs, and to ground the research in
people’s experience:
Although one may wish, for analytic purposes, to create dichotomies or other
categories with apparently ‘hard’ delineations, the continuing process in which
an executive is engaged involves a complex and implicit intertwining of many
discernible experiences, (p. 250)
Thus an approach which focuses on the whole human being, which is not cut in advance
into discrete categories, and involves simultaneous phenomena at all levels of experience is
appropriate. This design to research is also recommended by Hart and Quinn (1993) when
studying top manager background and characteristics, because of the behavioral complexity and
because contingency factors (e.g., environment, firm strategy, structure, technology, size, etc.)
interact with a range of executive characteristics to influence effectiveness.
According to Miles and Huberman (1994) and Sanday (1979), when the issues are
complex, vivid, and nested in a real context and the boundaries are not clear, a qualitative and
holistic approach is required. The issues explored in the study met these criteria and thus a
qualitative methodology was chosen.
Design and Methodology
The study was designed to gather data methodically from interviews with top executives,
to subject the data to systematic analysis, while grounding it against the theoretical basis gained
from the literature review, to produce a new perspective or framework for generating new
knowledge. In order to “facilitate the discovery of a substantive theory, while simultaneously
developing confidence in the credibility of that theory” (Glaser and Strauss, 1965, p. 7), multiple
comparative groups (sixteen different top executives from sixteen different organizations) were
studied. These multiple comparison groups helped improve the research because, as Glaser and
Strauss (1965) have noted:
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the constant comparison of many groups rather quickly draws the [researcher’s
attention to many similarities and differences among groups that are important
for his theory. From these similarities and differences are generated the
theoretical categories to be used, their full range of types or continuum, their
dimensions, the conditions under which they exist more or less, and their major
consequences, (p. 8)
The next several sections describe the set of participants, results of the pilot study, and
the interview strategy. The challenges of analysis, the researcher’s skills, and of interviewing
elites are then discussed. A description of the limitations of the study concludes this chapter in
the dissertation.
Participants
Sixteen top executives, either Chief Executive Officers or Presidents, of sixteen different
organizations were interviewed. The top executives selected included a broadly diverse sample
of executives, from owners of small and medium-sized firms to professional managers of small,
medium and large-sized organizations. All organizations are for-profit and are located in the
NorthEast. Their organizations have an employee base ranging in size from twelve to many
thousand employees. Their organizations also represent a wide spectrum of industries, including
financial services, telecommunications, entertainment, retail home services, and manufacturing,
with the predominant industry being financial services. They were contacted as a result of either
personal acquaintance with the researcher or the use of her personal networks. All top executives
contacted were willing to be interviewed.
Pilot Study
A pilot study was conducted as part of the Interviewing as Qualitative Research course at
the University of Massachusetts. Two top executives were interviewed using
phenomenologically based techniques, for 4 1/2 hours each. Themes, similarities and differences
were uncovered. This pilot demonstrated that qualitatively interviewing top executives is a viable
option for discovering the factors influencing creativity levels. The study did highlight the need
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to consider and understand the context (e.g., timing, industry, size of organization, etc.) in which
top executives find themselves in order to gain a full comprehension of the issues.
The study also proved to be very valuable in helping to fully understand the challenges
associated with interviewing techniques and mechanics, as well as editing and formatting issues.
Critical factors for successful interviewing by this researcher included a need to remain detached
during the interview and to stay focused on listening, while avoiding the temptation to begin the
analysis simultaneously; and a need to stay closer to the target of the interview. This latter
challenge highlighted the need for a semi-structured, as opposed to unstructured, interview format
to enable the balancing of staying focused with investigating appropriate tangents.
In addition to these critical success factors, the pilot confirmed the need to recognize and
figure out how to deal with the issues and impacts of the differences of the participants and of the
personal biases of the researcher, since these can affect the flow and comfort level of the
interview, as well as analytical issues. Recognizing that these issues and biases exist and that
they could be subtly reflected in the editing of the transcripts, via word choice and juxtaposition
of phrases, is critical to a fair, objective analysis of the data.
Some more mundane lessons were also learned. Ensuring that the noise level of the
interviewing situation and the location of the tape recorder were appropriate for proper recording
and checking to ensure proper functioning of the tape recorder, while minor issues, can seriously
impact the quality of the transcriptions. Practice was obtained in transcribing the tapes. The time
and effort involved could be more effectively estimated and appropriately factored into the
schedule for the completion of the dissertation. Finally, practice was gained in the challenges of
editing and "translating" the content of the interviews into the text of the paper.
Interview Strategy
The interviews in general lasted approximately three hours, with a range from one hour to
four and one-half hours. Each interview was semi-structured, in that a prescribed set of open-
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ended questions was covered. These questions had been refined as a result of the pilot study and
the comprehensive literature review. The questions were further refined as the interviews
proceeded.
The questions included in the Interview Guide (see Appendix A) addressed the issues of
the top executive’s early influences (education, mentors, particular experiences); the industry and
relevant economic environment; the history, culture, structure, size, etc. of organization; the
current environment of the top executive and personal self-image; support systems; the top
executive’s perceptions of the role and responsibilities; the role and definitions of creativity; how
their creativity is demonstrated; factors influencing its level during their climb to and/or tenure in
office; and future strategies for personal growth and development. These questions were
intended to elicit solid, detailed material that could be used for subsequent analysis (Lofland,
1971).
Using such a format to guide, but not control, the interview allowed for systematic
exploration and unfolding of information, while at the same time permitting the participant to
digress and bring personal experience and perspective into the interview (Yeager, 1986). The
researcher maintained the ability to explore areas of special significance to a participant in depth,
as appropriate. The focus was on gathering the information necessary to understand how top
executives, in their own words, perceived their own creativity and the factors influencing its
level.
All interviews were tape recorded and were personally transcribed by the researcher
verbatim (omitting ‘urns,’ ‘uhs,’ ‘you knows’) so that the raw data could be systematically
analyzed. In addition to the tape-recording, detailed fieldnotes were also taken for backup
purposes. Transcripts and fieldnotes were analyzed using margin notes and highlighting. All
notes, transcripts, and other papers used in the analysis process have been preserved for future
use. During the interviews the participant were asked for permission to be revisited for further
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explanation, clarification and any other necessary follow-up after a review of the transcripts and
notes, as recommended by Thomas (1995).
The participants were provided with an Informed Consent Form, which they all signed.
(See Appendix B for a copy of the Consent Form). The Consent Form provides anonymity for
the participants and their companies, emphasizes the voluntary nature of their participation, and
offers each a copy of the completed dissertation for their information - an offer they have all
accepted.
The Challenges of Qualitative Research: Data Analysis
As a result of the research into qualitative methods and as a result of the pilot study, a
qualitative approach was chosen for this research into the factors influencing creativity in top
executives. However, this choice brought certain challenges which had to be recognized and
managed. The first of these challenges was data analysis.
In order to meet this challenge, the steps proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994) and
expanded by Yeager (1986) were used. As expected, the process was not linear or sequential, but
instead proved evolutionary and iterative. Glaser and Strauss (1965) suggest that a blurring,
intertwining and intermeshing of the various activities of data collection and analysis occur.
According to Kram (1985):
In practice, data collection and data analysis cannot be separated in exploratory
qualitative research. As interviews are conducted, insights emerge about the
phenomenon being studied. These new insights influence the kinds of questions
to ask in subsequent interviews. Thus, immediate analysis of interviews leads to
revisions of the data collection method. Theory is generated through new
hypotheses and research questions that emerge as data collection proceeds.
(p. 215)
The steps followed for data analysis were:
Data Collection
Prior to the interviews, as much data on the participants and their organizations was
reviewed as possible. Such data included annual reports, biographies, and newspaper and
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magazine articles.

This preliminary groundwork provided needed background and allowed for

more focus on the questions. It also supplemented the interview data.
During the data collection phase, according to Miles and Huberman (1994), it is useful to
have tentative propositions to guide and focus the researcher. At the beginning of the research,
the propositions selected for this study were decidedly preliminary and were based on the
literature review. To provide structure for the investigation, the decision was made to focus on
external variables which might influence creativity levels in top executives. This focus was
intended to help structure the obviously broad topic and was not meant to ignore research results
pointing to the role of personality, process or product. No speculations regarding the relative
importance of press as compared to the other components of creativity were made at the
beginning of the research. It certainly proved useful to have such focus to structure the research
initially. However, as the research proceeded, more clarity on these issues emerged. The
following propositions were used to guide the research:
Proposition 1. The press or environment — the strategy, the organizational structure and
culture, the external environment, etc. — surrounding the top executive plays an important role in
shaping behavior and responses. The more organic, informal and less structured the organization;
the more varied and broad the communication and information flows; the more the strategy and
culture are aligned with innovation; the smaller the size of the organizational unit; and the more
heterogeneous the top management team; the wider the set of responsibilities, the more powerful
the influences on higher creativity levels in the top executive.
Proposition 2. The more turbulent the environment and the greater the pressure from
external motivating factors, such as critical organizational survival, incentives, competition or
Board pressure, the higher will be the creativity levels of the top executive.
Proposition 3. Hambrick and Finkelstein (1987) made several assertions in their
discussion around the concept of discretion, defined as latitude for action. These assertions
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included defining managerial quality or excellence as “the ability to perceive, create, and enact
discretion” (p. 374) and positively linking tolerance for ambiguity and cognitive processing
ability with managerial discretion. It was, therefore, proposed that the more discretion the top
executive possesses, the higher will be the creativity levels.
As Marshall and Rossman (1995) point out, these guiding propositions were used as tools
to generate additional questions and search for patterns. They provided possible directions to
follow. However, once the researcher gets into the field, other exciting patterns of phenomena
may appear. The researcher “is still free to discover and pursue other patterns” (p. 37). As
expected, additional directions and conclusions emerged during the study.
Data Reduction
The next step in the analysis process after data collection was data reduction, a process
designed to address the need to systematically establish meaning from the data (Miles, 1979).
“Data reduction is a form of preliminary analysis, which refines, iterates, and revises
frameworks” (Miles, 1979, p. 593). The goal of data reduction is to identify similar phrases,
relationships between variables, patterns, themes, distinct differences between interviews, and
commonalties. During this step, data is selected, coded, categorized, focused, summarized,
simplified, abstracted, and transformed from the field notes and transcriptions.
According to Marshall and Rossman (1995):
Identifying salient themes, recurring ideas or language, and patterns of belief that
link people and settings together is the most intellectually challenging phase of
data analysis and one that can integrate the entire endeavor. Through questioning
the data and reflecting on the conceptual framework, the researcher engages the
ideas and the data in significant intellectual work. (p. 114)
At the beginning of the study, there were really no conceptual frameworks or
preconceived themes regarding the issues under investigation, other than the sketchy guiding
propositions outlined above. It was expected that common and dissimilar themes and issues
would emerge during the data collection process and during the initial stages of data reduction.
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Some areas which had emerged which were used as categories to begin the data reduction were:
definitions of creativity, perceptions of selves as creative; changes in perceptions during the rise
to the top and/or during the tenure in office; influences and obstacles to creativity; environmental
and organizational factors; support systems; and future strategies for personal growth and
development. As it turned out, no additional themes were identified during the data collection
and data reduction.
Data reduction was made somewhat more simple in this study because with a single
researcher, there was no real concern about cross-individual perception differences. Data
reduction, however, did raise the problems of managing the different meanings held by different
individuals (both the participants and the researcher), in different contexts. Thus, constant
attention to clarification by the researcher was required.
Data Display
The next step, data display, is designed to allow for visual, systematic presentation of the
data. It supplements the use of text and direct quotes from the transcripts and fieldnotes and it
facilitates understanding.
It was initially anticipated that themes and patterns would be displayed in the form of
thematic, conceptual matrices and summary tables. However, it was recognized that the display
of the data would be contingent upon the actual data collected and would perhaps have to be
altered as the data was further categorized and analyzed. As the research and analysis were
conducted, these and other options for data display were considered but were abandoned because
the nature of the data did not appear to lend itself to this type of presentation. Direct quotes
turned out to be sufficient.
In the use of direct quotes a decision was made to aggregate the sixteen individuals into a
group. They are thus all referred to as “participant” or “top executive.” Since this study was not
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intended to compare and contrast the individual participants, no attempt was made to differentiate
the participants unless the distinction was significant for correct understanding of the comment.
Conclusion Drawing/Verification
This next step in the process is designed to pull together the themes and patterns. While
the process of analysis, noting regularities, patterns, explanations, possible configurations,
conclusions and propositions really begins with data collection, such analysis is anticipated to be
inchoate and vague at first. It is later expected to become more explicit and grounded (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). The result of the conclusion drawing and verification activities in the analysis
process was the development of a framework consisting of emergent themes, which should
facilitate further analysis and progress in researching the factors influencing creativity at the top
of organizations.
In this step of the analysis of the data, theory and data are compared and contrasted.
During this process, according to Kram (1985), “the researcher must systematically review the
data, move between data and theory as hypotheses are generated, and carefully consider those
cases that do not seem to fit emerging categories and themes” (p. 230). For this part of the
analysis, Mintzberg (1979) recommends tapping into intuition, gaining a sense of things — how
they feel, smell, and seem as well as the use of a “creative leap” (p. 584). “Every theory requires
that creative leap, however small, that breaking away from the expected to describe something
new” (p. 584). In addition, Mintzberg (1979) maintains that good research is facilitated by
“peripheral vision, poking around in relevant places, a good dose of creativity”
(p. 585). These methods, including allowing the data to incubate through long walks and
scheduled relaxation downtime, proved to be extremely valuable.
Another recommendation for helping to analyze the data, in addition to data display and
the strategies discussed above, is the use of an independent party to help determine if someone
/•*

else would come to the same conclusion (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Use of outside third parties
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as sounding boards is also recommended by Kram (1985) to test propositions and to separate out
preconceptions and biases. In this study, informal use of others, including several of the
participants, was pursued and proved helpful.
Presentation of Results
After the analysis comes the presentation of the data, theory and results. According to
Lofland (1971), the final report should contain “a significant amount of pure description of
action, people, activities and the like.... to capture the reality of a place, the report should contain
direct quotations of the participants” (p. 4). “The commitment to get close, to be factual,
descriptive, and quotive, constitutes a significant commitment to represent the participants in their
own terms” (p. 4), without becoming an apologist for them. The challenge to the researcher at
this point is to describe the phenomena studied “so vividly that the reader can almost literally see
and hear [the words of the participants] — but see and hear in relation to the theoretical framework
(Glaser & Strauss, 1965, p. 9). The use of direct quotation and careful description to give depth
and detail to the data is also recommended by Mintzberg (1979) and Patton (1980).
This step was a significant challenge to the researcher, now turned author. Because of
concerns for anonymity as well as from personal preference, the decision was made to avoid as
much as possible the use of personal pronouns. As recommended by Zinsser (1994), this
approach was accomplished by the use of the plural or the passive voice, or by altering some
component of the sentence. Personal pronouns were only used in the case of direct quotations or
when required for clarity. While a challenging and educating task at first, the decision proved to
be relatively simple with practice. In addition, the concern for anonymity also resulted in some
license being taken in certain quotes to hide the gender of the participant and the company or
industry identity.
In the editing of the materials, in addition to the omission of any idiosyncrasies of oral
language, such as 'you know’s,’ slight changes have been made to the transcripts to improve

54

readability.

In any editing, diligence has been taken to avoid distortion and to stay true to the

participants' meaning. In much of this paper, pieces of data from different locations in an
interview have been combined; this type of editing as well as the omission of a significant amount
of unnecessary words is indicated through the use of ellipses points. Square brackets have been
used to indicate an addition for clarification by the author.
Finally, as noted by Marshall (1990) and Marshall and Rossman (1995), the qualitative
researcher needs to be especially concerned with the soundness and “goodness” of the final
report. Soundness and goodness are ensured by: detailed, fully documented and auditable
methodology, fieldwork and interpretation of data, available to and preserved for other
researchers; clearly stated objectives, assumptions and biases; rigorous investigation and
observation; value-free, effective and efficient data collection and analysis; abundant, clearly
presented evidence and readable data; clear statements of research questions, which are
demonstrably answered in the study and which generate additional questions; explicitly defined
relationships between this study and previous studies and between the raw data and the real
world; and a holistic, systemic perspective for the study, placed within its historical context.
This “checklist” proved helpful in the final review of Chapters IV, V and VI.
The Challenge of Qualitative Research: The Researcher’s Skills
In addition to the challenge of data analysis, another challenge facing qualitative
researchers is their own set of skills as a researcher: skills in interpersonal communications and
interviewing, skills in handling ambiguity as well as personal knowledge level of the subject at
hand. In addition, according to Kram (1985), the ability to manage the inherent ambiguity and
complexity of the analytic process against the need for closure, intensified by other pressures and
commitments, is critical in the discovery of a complete and compelling framework. During this
messy analytical process,
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living with the data and tentative explanations throughout data collection is a
difficult task that entails constant anxiety about whether or not one will make
sense of the data at the end. The desire for closure must be tempered so that the
inconsistencies are viewed as opportunities for clarification rather than threats to
tentative understanding, (p. 227)
In addition to dealing with the ambiguity and complexity, there are other requirements
from the researcher. Qualitative interviewing is based on “maximal mutuality of trust, attaining a
genuine and deeply experienced caring between [researcher and participant]; and a commitment
to joint search for shared understanding.... It resembles... the model of a shared voyage”
(Massarik, 1983, pp. 256-257). It requires ample time, empathy, a complete commitment to
openness, unboundedness, and to the task of understanding, and the ability to record, categorize,
and code what is being observed (Sanday, 1979).
In this immersion, the researcher needs to be aware of the possibility of misinformation,
whether deliberate or unconscious and thus needs to be clear as to how misinformation will be
handled. Such misinformation can result from lack of awareness or understanding, insufficient or
inaccurate information, as well as deliberate lies, all of which can do not necessarily render the
data useless. According to Van Maanen (1979a), people lie about the things that matter most to
them and much is revealed about what is deemed crucial by the individual. As Piore (1979)
states:
What interviews can reveal is not a set of specific answers to specific questions,
individual bits and pieces of information. What they reveal are patterns of
responses. Each answer, whether true or false, is a piece of that pattern.
Individual responses cannot be interpreted in isolation. But the responses
grouped together, and taken as a whole, are clues to the mental processes of the
... participants, (p. 566)
Addressing the challenge of misinformation, whatever the reason, requires additional
observation and investigation and is dependent upon the researcher’s skill at recognizing the need
for additional work and the ability to perform further exploration.
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Since qualitative research is needed to get to a better understanding of the factors
influencing creativity in top executives, it was anticipated that recognition of the issues generated
by this choice of methodology and discussed above would enable this researcher to manage them
appropriately. The proposed study was also facilitated by this researcher’s fifteen years as a
manager in business, her experiences working with such high level executives, her recent
graduate study, the pilot study, and personal skillsets, including intuition. These experiences and
capabilities did allow for a hopefully accurate assessment of the information being provided and
management of the above discussed challenges.
This researcher’s background also proved useful in the handling of the research material
and the interview data. Without the technical and administrative skills obtained through years in
business, it would have been very difficult to deal with the tasks of keeping track of over 300
journal articles and book excerpts and manipulating close to 400 pages of transcripts on over
twenty different files. In addition to these skills on the part of the researcher, it also proved to be
extremely important to have the appropriate computer hardware capacity and software
capabilities.
The business background and experiences of this researcher were also seen to be possible
sources of biases. According to Kram (1985), individuals pursuing a qualitative research project
must be aware of the effect of their personal histories on the interview and the subsequent
analysis.
This self-awareness, encompassing continual examination of one’s needs,
anxieties, and biases, is crucial to effective implementation. If the researcher is
aware of the impact of personal history and demographic characteristics on the
research process, the final product will be enhanced rather than diminished by
personal needs and experiences, (p. 224)
The interest and passion for the subject on the part of this researcher as well as her
interest in the improvement of organizational performance were quite helpful in maintaining
momentum in the research and in meeting the aggressive schedule for completing the
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dissertation. It was also recognized that this passion and knowledge needed to be carefully
handled.

As Yeager (1986) points out:

The extent to which the researcher [is] able to capitalize and draw on his
experience [is] dependent upon his ability to call on his enthusiasm for and
understanding of the topic, yet not be swayed by his preconceived notions about
the nature and characteristics of the topic, (p. 68)
The Challenge of Qualitative Research: Interviewing Elites
Another challenge to the research proposed comes from the group being interviewed.
Elite groups, such as business, professional, community, and political elites, pose particular
challenges in terms of access, availability, and openness. During the study, access was not a
problem. Using personal contacts and/or knowledge appeared to have reduced the access issue to
a minimum. However, arranging schedules and dealing with schedule changes were an issue as
unscheduled meetings cut into the time frame and additional meetings for interviews had to be
arranged. There were, of course, certain other areas of concern which had to be addressed.
Techniques of the researcher
According to Dexter (1970), a researcher of elites must be willing and eager to be taught
by the participant as to what are the problem, the question, and the situation. Not being an actual
member of this elite, the researcher may not understand the complexities and subtleties of what
the participant is saying. Thus, there is a need to listen with a “third ear.” There is also a need
for a good deal of relevant background experiences as well as solid preparation for the interviews.
Additionally, researchers of elites need to be careful of issues of control. Top executives
are used to being in control and may proceed to lead the conversation. The use of a semistructured format to interviews is recommended to help keep focus, shared control and flexibility
(Thomas, 1995). Thomas (1995) also suggests that such a format will also be seen as more
efficient by the often-time-pressured top executive.
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Issues of Honesty and Openness
As indicated above, a researcher using qualitative research methods has to deal with
issues of misinformation, whether deliberate or not. This challenge is particularly relevant for
elites, where image, prestige, charm and other skills can play a role in influencing the researcher
(Thomas, 1995). The researcher needs to recognize that the data being collected is based on the
perceptions of the participants, filtered and modified by their cognitive and emotional reactions
and reported through their personal verbal usages (Dexter, 1970). Issues to be considered in
evaluating and analyzing the data collected are the existence of any ulterior motives, barriers to
spontaneity which might inhibit free expression, desires to please or impress the researcher,
multiple personas, and any other idiosyncratic factors that may cause the participants to express
only one facet of their reactions to the subject (Dexter, 1970; Thomas, 1995). Of course, it must
be remembered that the use of this qualitative data does not depend on getting to the “truth,” but
rather on understanding what the participant’s “statements reveal about his [or her] feelings and
perceptions and what inferences can be made from them about the actual environment or events
he [or she] has experienced” (Dexter, 1970, p. 131).
Limitations of the Study
Several possible limitations occur in this type of study. They include:
Use of the results
The study did indeed yield new knowledge concerning the issues surrounding creativity
at the top of organizations. The results have to be carefully evaluated because of the
methodology chosen and because of the composition and selection of the sample.
Only certain top executives (those personally known by the researcher or by her personal
network of friends) were interviewed. It is possible that the sample could be biased for a variety
of reasons, including the fact that these top executives agreed to be interviewed (and thus
presumably had an interest in and openness to the subject). Very possibly, different themes and
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patterns could have resulted from a different sample. With only sixteen top executives
interviewed, there is a question of how representative they are and how generalizable and
applicable are the findings. In addition, the wide range of types and sizes of organization could
have impacted the results of the study. Finally, the research was based on the personal
perceptions of the top executives of their own creativity. Independent sources or measures of
creativity levels and/or organizational performance were not used to verify these perceptions. It
is, of course, recognized that these perceptions could possibly be biased and/or distorted.
This study was not intended to be an analysis of certain executives, judged by
independent sources to be creative. Rather it was intended to be a study of the factors influencing
creativity levels during their progression to and tenure in office. The study was based on personal
perceptions of a wide selection of executives. As discussed above, it was the themes, the
similarities and dissimilarities, across multiple “units of analysis” (i.e., the sixteen top executives)
that formed the basis for the analysis.
The results are not meant to be prescriptive. Instead the study was designed to describe
the issues, give insights and suggest possible future directions for further research. It was
intended that a better understanding of the issues would be gained. Research subsequent to this
study can leverage off the findings from this study, towards more generally applicable results.
Personal Biases and Skills of the Researcher
As indicated in the pilot and further discussed above, the personal biases, skills and
knowledge levels of the researcher play a large role in qualitative data collection, interpretation
and analysis. In order to manage these factors, the researcher needed to stay ever aware of these
issues and stay committed to listen objectively and unconditionally. Additionally, it was
expected that the recent educational experiences of this particular researcher would add fresh
perspectives to more familiar environments and thus help with maintaining objectivity. The
informal use of third parties was also helpful in promoting objectivity.
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Lack of Equity of Positions
There was concern that since the researcher is not an actual member of this elite group,
data collection and interpretation could be distorted. However, it was expected that the business
experience and skills of the researcher would at least partially mitigate this concern and enable
her to build trust and rapport and foster openness with the participants. This indeed proved to be
the case as the discussions seemed relaxed and for the most part open and honest.
Summary
The steps and recommendations outlined above were followed in this study in collecting
and analyzing the data. This was done to ensure that the qualitative research and study results,
while based on anecdotal data, could still be considered systematic and focused. Such research
should help theory building through “rich description, the richness that comes from anecdote”
(Mintzberg, 1979, p. 587) which can hopefully be measured in real organizational terms. “We
uncover all kinds of relationships in our ‘hard’ data, but it is only through the use of ‘soft’ data
that we are able to ‘explain’ them, and explanation is, of course, the purpose of research”
(Mintzberg, 1979, p. 587). Understanding the advantages and limitations of the ‘soft data’
methodology used in this study allows a framework for understanding the perceptions obtained
from the interviews. This data will now be presented in Chapter IV.

The data is analyzed in

Chapter V. A discussion of conclusions and implications in Chapter VI conclude the study.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION OF THE DATA
The Participants
Sixteen top executives from sixteen different organizations were interviewed to discover
how these executives, in their own words, perceive their personal creativity and the factors
influencing its change during their climb to and tenure in office. The goal was to establish,
through the use of verbal reports and personal perceptions, a better framework for understanding
the factors and to provide the groundwork for further research in this vital topic. Because the
focus was on perceptions, no attempt was made to measure personal creativity levels or creativity
levels and successful in the organizations.

While every attempt was made to focus on factors

influencing their personal creativity levels, versus creativity levels in their organizations, in many
cases this distinction was hard to make since factors influencing organizational creativity were
often intimately linked to the creativity of the top executive, particularly in the smaller
companies.
The sixteen executives interviewed represented a broad range of industries and for profit
organizations in the NorthEast. The participants also represented a broad range of individuals.
As it turned out, there were few common personal threads among the participants.

Of the

sixteen, 4 were female and 12 were male; two were African-American and the rest were
Caucasian.

Their ages ranged from early 40’s to late 60’s. Five were professional managers of

publicly owned companies (one had built the company from scratch); seven owned their own
business, either through building or purchasing it or succeeding in a family owned business, and
four were presidents of major business units within larger corporations.
Their birth order ranged anywhere from an only child to 16th in a family of 17 children.
Most were raised primarily in the NorthEast, from a farm in Maine to New York City, although a
couple grew up in the Midwest.

They went to public, parochial and private schools. While a
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few experienced economic hardships and family tragedies in the form of deaths of a parent or
sibling, divorces, parental alcoholism or sibling delinquent behavior, most had fairly normal
childhoods. Many commented on the loving and supportive family environments in which they
were raised. Some were involved in sports, some were not. A few recognized as children that
they were different. One launched (and recovered) a mouse in a rocket as a teenager; another
remembers having to write a 1,000 word essay on what goes on inside a pingpong ball as a
punishment for poor conduct.
Most have college degrees, in subjects ranging from history, politics and philosophy to
chemical and industrial engineering, accounting and finance. The majority hold at least one
additional degree. Among the sixteen participants, four hold a law degree. Four had experiences
in the military. A few have developed significant interests or hobbies in the arts, such as painting,
photography, and music. Most have focused their free time on family centered activities as well
as on heavy involvement in volunteer activities. They are all ‘ordinary’ top executives in that
none has been cited nationally for excellence, although most are well recognized for their
community involvement and leadership.
The observations that follow are based on their perceptions. Analysis of these
perceptions is for the most part reserved for Chapter V.
Perceptions — Creativity
Definition
General
While not an original purpose of the research study, a discussion of creativity, its
definition and self perceptions relative to creativity often initiated the interview. There appeared
to be no consistent definition or common understanding of what creativity is all about. Some
described it as a thinking process, e.g., “It’s free-form thinking,” “It s non-linear thinking,

It s

thinking outside of the box,” or it’s thinking in different ways from most other people. For some,
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it’s thinking things through and anticipating problems, so that they can be avoided and so that
“you can come up with creative solutions to problems that are more unique or different from what
other people can come up with.”

Said one participant, “Creative people can look behind the

picture and really figure out another angle, to see if there is something else there.” Another
participant agreed:
Creative thinking is all about really doing your homework, really understanding
your business, always thinking about where it might be so that you can recognize
and seize the opportunity when it comes along. That’s what Pasteur was talking
about when he said, “chance favors the prepared mind.”
Creativity was also defined as problem solving.

One participant stated: “Creativity is

taking a problem, creating a solution and making it an opportunity.” Another participant agreed:
“Creativity is mostly different approaches, just on every level. There's problem solving or
developing an account strategy.

It's being proactive. You have to always be proactive because if

you are not proactive, the train passes you by.”
Further expansion on the definition beyond just thinking and problem solving came from
other participants. One said, “Normally I associate creativity with the ability to conceive of,
fabricate, manufacture, or produce something that is new, as opposed to taking things that exist
and repackaging them, or making them more efficient.” Another participant defined creativity as
weaving something out of thin air. It is taking an idea that has never been tried
before and getting it out there and making it work.... An idea, product, whatever
... which may be a compendium of several other ideas that are floating around. A
truly creative person is smart enough to see it and put it together long before the
market comes into focus.
Creativity involves the subconscious and was described by one participant as ‘ethereal.’
One participant indicated, “Creativity is the subconscious observing and gathering and chewing
and then you have to eliminate that blockage to allow it to come through, to become conscious.
It’s instinct and intuition and all those sorts of things.”
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Many participants associated creativity with the arts. However, creativity as displayed in
organizations has a different twist since many of the participants saw a practical side to creativity
in business. Said one participant:
[Creativity is] seeing a circumstance, seeing some problems and evolving what
might work to reduce or solve the problems by implementing solutions. So
creativity often is not simply just having an idea. It is also executing it and
putting it into play. Which is really what you need in business.
Execution was also stressed by several other participants: “Creativity is having an idea,
but it’s also taking the idea all the way through.” Or, “Creativity has something to do with the
ability to recognize where and when change should occur. Not necessarily how. But if you can’t
do how, you can’t do the other two.” One participant indicated:
If you can’t take that kind of creative approach and thought process and drive it
to a practical conclusion, it’s worthless. I don’t think business, in terms of
productivity, customer service, sales and market share levels, can afford the
latitude of just a think tank.
Where is creativity and what it is all about
While definitions were not necessarily consistent, some common themes or features to
creativity were noted. For example, more than one participant described the collective nature of
creativity. As one participant indicated:
I have learned to listen to my people in the office more. They’ve got great talents
They’ve got a lot of resources. I don’t think I’ve had one original idea on my
own. They are all hybrids. They come out of using somebody else, asking them
for their help. So I think being creative is also being a good listener. And
picking up on ideas and taking them further.
Or another participant, who is also president of the statewide industry association, stated,
“by banding together, we’ve just done a million creative things, with our advertising and public
relations and the money that generate by banding together.” Another indicated:
I run across so many people that I would consider to be creative, who don t
understand that they can’t do it all themselves. There’s just no way that
everybody can do everything.... And people who can see that are the true
creatives.
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Another participant commented:
When something has to be done around here, I think you can get creativity from
a group of people and that there is a critical mass, five brains are better than one,
though at some point in time, I’m the ultimate. It’s my neck and my
responsibility. So there’s just a degree to how creative you can encourage other
people to be in their jobs, because I don’t think creativity really works in a
vacuum. I can’t be creative sitting in my office if I don’t empower people who
work with me to be creative, too, to be able to take risks in being creative.
While there was general disagreement on where creativity comes from and whether it can
be learned, many felt that everyone is creative in unique ways. Taking a personality test helped
one participant see
the differences.... You have a better appreciation of how people looked at
things. So that you could then deal with them, with their security issues or their
needs to be creative, or their need to get the job done.... I think there are different
ways that people look at things. And therefore different abilities to be creative.
Another participant indicated: “There are different degrees of creativity. There are
different types of creativity, an artist is very creative, I’m not.” Another stated: “creativity can
be throughout any and all. You can be a creative parent. It can be present in almost any activity
or any endeavor.”
A recognition of the different levels of creativity was seen by several participants. As
one said, “I still lack some level of creativity. I’m like the Japanese [in that I look at new ideas
and then improve upon them]. If I were going to characterize myself, I would say that’s my level
of creativity.” Or as another participant said:
Obviously we’re all creative at some level. I don’t consider myself a creative
person compared to a lot of other people I’ve seen, who I consider to be truly
creative. On the other hand, I’m facing problems all the time, and some of the
problems I face are a whole lot larger than the average person’s.... So some of
the things I do may be viewed as creative by someone who isn’t facing the issues
I face. It all depends upon your perspective.
There was also a recognition that the nature of the business could put different demands
on an executive’s creativity depending upon the business. One executive who had moved from
being partner in a professional firm to owning a business, commented:

66

It’s different. They are not identical types of creativity, because [at my former
organization], while a lot of it was being creative with customers, clients, trying
to help them come up with solutions for things. Whereas here, it’s many
different areas [which require me to go beyond my basic training].
Self as creative
Because of the widely varying definitions of creativity and confusion about what it takes
to be creative, many found it difficult to classify themselves as creative. Said one participant:
I guess my definition of creativity is looking at something in a completely new
and different way from accomplishing something. I’m not sure how often I can
claim, by that definition that I’m creative. Most of the ideas that I come up with
aren’t really my ideas; they are something I have seen somewhere else that I
bring back here.
Or... because of the belief that “creatives don’t get along well with people,” one
participant said that the ability to get along well with others meant, “I don’t think I’m that creative
because of that.” Or, “I can’t sing, I can’t play a musical instrument, I can’t paint and I think of
those as being very creative type things. I don’t have those in my background.”
Others did believe they are creative. “Yes, I think I’m very creative. I’m capable of free
form thought. I get frustrated with people who live in a box for their entire lives.” Or “I am one
of the few people in the world who knew I was creative and then was willing to risk decisions
based on my creativity.” Or,
I would say that I do think of myself as being creative and I would say that the
people here would think of me as being creative. Just because of the constant
numbers of things that we’ll be talking about or we’ll come up with.
Or, as one participant indicated:
There are certain areas that I am not creative, but I think I’m a creative person.
Certainly building a business from a blank piece of paper when you have no idea
how to do it, [that’s creative].... I never want to do something just because
someone else has done it that way.... I think I am creative in that when I go to
get something done, I don’t necessarily do it the way someone else would have
done it. I like to keep things simple. Less is better than more. And I’ve always
been different. I felt different because I wasn’t afraid to take a chance.
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Then there were those who put disclaimers on their creativity. “I guess I am somewhat of
a creative. I look at artists and people like that as very creative. I guess in my own way I am
somewhat creative with regard to business issues.” Or, “Yes, certainly [I believe I’m creative],
but my perception is pretty volatile of myself, particularly around the issue of creativity.”
Another participant said:
Basically in the beginning [of my career] I would say that I had very, very little
creativity but that I borrowed ideas from other people. I would say that over the
years that that creativity has improved, but I want to make sure that something
has been tried and proven before I’ll try it. I don’t want to be the leader ... I don’t
want to be the first one to get the arrow in the back. I’m a great borrower of
good ideas and an implementer of ideas. I think that in a lot of ways, I can take
somebody else’s idea and put a better spin on it and be more successful with their
idea than they are.
Said another:
I’m not so sure that I’m a very creative person, but I think I’m really a good
assembler of ideas. I tear ideas out of a magazine, write them down.... I really
feel like I’m not a very creative person, but I really do recognize things when I
see them, know they might be good for me, keep them in the back of my mind
and if they’re good enough, try and implement them here.
Another said:
Creativity is not necessarily my strong suit. I have a people personality, as my
skills. I don’t have new thoughts.... I would say drawing on the big canvas of
what is creativity all about, my creative impulse or creative abilities lie in the
area of broadly defined interpersonal skills.
Another agreed: “I think to the extent that I consider myself creative, it’s that I’m sensitive to
people’s needs and fairly fluid in assessing possibilities.”
Some were confused: “Okay, I never thought of myself as a creative person. I’m just not
sure.” And others just said no, especially in comparison with others who they consider to be
creative:
No, I don’t think I am particularly creative. The kinds of things I do are more
workman like. Sure there’s a certain amount of creativity that goes on here. On
the other hand, I have met business people who I consider to be extremely
creative. They have a concept or an idea, that is new, different, unique, and they
manage to build a company out of that. They have the right talents. Not only do
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they have the idea, they have the discipline or whatever it is to get the company
up and off the ground. I would consider them to be creative. I don’t consider
what I do as creative.
Uses and Importance
General Uses
Whatever creativity is about, it’s important to the participants. There was much more
clarity on its uses and value. It enables the creation of new lines of business or new companies
or new ways of doing business. “So I started from scratch to put us in a new line of business.
With a blank sheet of paper. It was the ideal opportunity to test creativity.” Or the reduction of
expenses, via crafting new rules before the rest of the industry catches on.

Or “new ways of

doing the process” so that the return is in the magnitude of 20 or 30 factors. Creativity helps in
differentiating one company from another. “We’re constantly trying to show how we’re just a
little bit better than the other ones. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t.” According to
one participant,
We don’t sit around and decide how we’re going to be creative — I don’t think
that word is a part of the traditional business language. The way we would
articulate it is that it’s what we do to differentiate this company in a positive way
from our competitors.
Creativity is “involved in bringing people together onto a team to play a game.” It has
helped these top executives to institute innovative organizational structures (flattening the
organization, setting up advisory boards, etc.), compensation systems, new products and solutions
to problems, new financing and cash flow arrangements, as well as new programs to improve
business processing. Creativity enables the building of a new vision:
Where we’re going and what we’re trying to do and the way we get there, is
through creativity. When we’re really just trying to think of different ways or
better ways or other ways or alternative ways to do things. And we re just trying
to do it better. So that’s what my mind is always on, whether it’s the marketing
stuff, whether it’s a proposal we’re coming out with, whether it s how we staff
the organization, whether it’s how we buy a new machine. Whether it s how we
plan our expansion. It’s in everything we’re involved in.
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It enables business growth and success. As one participant said:
Selling is being creative. You’re creating a way to make the sale. You’re trying
to figure out what the vulnerability is that you have to solve. In making
presentations, we have to be able to figure out in a creative way, how to tweak
the customers’ interest so that they’re going to come back to us and say, “Yes,
we want you to bid on us because you have some ideas.” Creativity is finding
that vulnerability and creating that need and relationship.
It supports continuous improvement. Said another participant:
I think you have to constantly be honing your skills and it's like running in place,
and if you're the best, you can sit back and relax. You know, that's the sure road
to get to number ... ten. [You have to be careful or else] you’ll outgrow yourself.
Said another participant:
It’s times like this that we need to figure out how to be more creative around
doing more work with less people. By doing it differently. By constantly finding
ways to improve the process, constantly finding ways to streamline the process,
and measure ourselves on it. Those have become the challenges. The need for
speed, quality and quantity at the same time force you to go to creative modes.
You don’t have the luxury of doing it the same old way.
Creativity and the Successful Top Executive
Several participants commented on the importance of creativity in being a successful top
executive. One participant put it this way:
Looking at the future now, those leaders who are successful, who will be
successful, will be the leaders who can release and utilize the imagination of their
people. The future truly belongs to ideas. The way to survive is to be able to
develop in your people the ability to be imaginative and creative and to develop
in your leadership the ability to unleash and utilize those imaginations. There’s
enough fire power in this building to run the world if we could get it.... There’s
enough brainwaves in this company to do anything we want to do, if we can get
it all out there and sort through and make the right choices with it and enable it.
Another participant indicated that creative approaches are “a trait of a good CEO. He
may see things a little differently than other people at times.” Another acknowledged that
times you have to be creative in managing people.” Or as another participant put it, my
creativity can be [involved with] dealing with people and doing the business itself.
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Creativity is important, according to one participant, in enabling better management of
relationships, with customers and suppliers, which are becoming more vital to the business all the
time. Creativity also especially helps when total knowledge is lacking.

This same executive

feels creativity is more important in the job:
than it would be if someone else had this job because of the way I go about
things. In other words, I think a person who was not very creative could
successfully run the company with an authoritarian management style, but I don’t
think I could run the company with my management style without being a little
creative. I really want to develop people and it’s an important thing for me that
people feel a part of the team and be satisfied with their job. I personally think
that’s a great way to be successful in a business, but there are a lot of guys who
have been more successful than me without doing that.
Creativity keeps a company and its executive from becoming stagnant and complacent.
Creativity keeps management “questioning what we’re doing and constantly saying is this the
right way. Why, why, why.” Another put it this way:
Creativity is what keeps this job from being so boring. I’ve been in this position
longer than any position I’ve ever held since I have been working.... I have not
become bored yet! Because we’re continuing to grow, there are always new
challenges; any time there is a challenge, there’s a way to solve it.
Creativity can also be fun. “You have to find ways to be able to make it more fun. You
get tired of doing the same things, same way, all the time.” To another participant, “without
creativity things are boring and dull.” Another executive indicated:
The times [when I could be creative] were tremendously exciting.... absolutely
thrilling. It was fun to come to work everyday.... It was always fun. I never
regretted it for a minute because there was so much work to do. I came away
from that with a surge of feeling of accomplishment.
Creativity enables a positive sense of self and contributes to personal growth. Said one
participant, “I see the times that I was enabled, as extremely creative times, very very productive,
very creative, very energizing to myself, and very energizing to others.

One participant defined

creativity as “self-stimulation. Probably when I’m not feeling the best about myself, it s when
I’m not being creative. I get stagnant if I’m not challenged or thinking about how you can do
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things or what’s going on.” Or, as another one said, “we’re all creative. And we all get a great
deal of satisfaction out of creativity because it opens up new vistas.” Another agreed:
If it’s the first time you’ve done it, you just opened your eyes to a new world out
there and hopefully we all open our eyes daily to the world. And if not daily, at
least on a regular basis, let’s hope. If we’re not in this day and age, with
technology moving as fast as it is, we’re going to suffer not only as individuals
but as a society.
To more than one executive, creativity “is almost a survival type thing. It’s sort of a
defensive mechanism.” “I will tell you would certainly die without creativity so you always
have to be creative to survive.... If I continue to do what I’m doing, I’m going to lose that
competitive edge. I will just kind of wither away over the next ten years.” Creativity is
“necessary to keep our heads above water in this business.” Or “the whole future of this
company depends on our ability to be creative.”
As one said, “really in business you always have to be creative.

I look at [creativity] as

being a lot of what I’m doing. In fact, I think that’s all that I’m doing.” And another stated:
It’s a really interesting process and when you stop and think about it, it really is a
catchall word. I’m not sure the definition that we started out with does adequate
justice to all of the facets of it. It permeates your life.... It’s not that I’m thinking
of the word everyday, but every day I’m thinking about what can I come up with
to make the company a better place to work, more profitable, bigger ... which will
therefore mean that I’m doing my job and I’m good at what I do and I’m really
doing something with my life. It’s all about my life. It’s not about the life of the
company. If I make the company successful, I have made me successful.
The Dark Side of Creativity
Views on creativity were not always positive. One participant indicated:
Sometimes I think we become overly concerned with creativity here .... The
cornerstone of the business is basically our customer list. And their satisfaction.
But sometimes if we’re just sitting there trying to be creative, we can get off into
daydreaming tangents and we’re not getting our work done. So there has to be
balance. I do not want to stifle employees’ creativity, but we need to channel it a
little more. [Sometimes the issue is not coming up with lists of ideas.] I’m
concerned because what ends up happening is I look at this list and say, “yeah,
that’s a good idea or I don’t know about that one,” and no action is taken. For
me, the toughest part is not thinking of new things to do, but making them
happen. That’s the hard part.
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Creativity does take work. One participant agreed:
Creativity takes more energy in terms of brain cell energy and also in terms of
physical energy. Because you’re not doing it by rote, you have to think about it.
You have to analyze it, mull it over, play it backwards, sideways, frontward. So
when there are a lot of constraints on time and a lot of pressures, it’s very easy to
fall into the trap of “I don’t have the energy level to take this one on. I’ll just
look the other way and let it go by.” That kind of routine. So trying to balance
when to play that and when not to, is difficult.
Being creative also has its limitations. The same participant added:
There’s a time and a place for it. If I’m in the middle of the war, and I have to
take a troop up the hill, and minutes count.... I don’t have time to be creative...
it’s called ‘just go with what you know and take the hill.’ If I have time to plan
overnight what the strategy is going to be, that’s a different story. So some of it
is knowing when it’s appropriate and when it’s not. There are times when you
shouldn’t try to sit back and find a new way to do it.... Later, you can sit back
and think about it and understand how you could have done it differently or not
been in the situation where you had to take the action choice because you didn’t
have the time. And I’ve seen people who are highly creative and can’t figure out
how to differentiate.... It’s almost like they’re in a different world.
Sometimes creativity can cause a company to get away from itself. More than one
participant echoed this comment:
Companies grow and to keep a company healthy, you need to be creative. But a
lot of companies suffer because they are so creative, they have no management.
They just grow and grow with no controls. So, it can stifle your growth, but if
it’s done correctly, it makes you survive.
As another participant indicated, “Creativity can also be self-destructive, because if you
don’t follow your program, you can get creative and just destroy everything. I guess you have to
mix in a business between creativity and discipline without stifling each other.”

Success can also

hurt. As one participant saw it, “most entrepreneurs prefer to just start; they get a rush from that.
Creative energy, vision. A ‘yes I can attitude’ and then they get bogged down and lose their
creativity.”
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Perceptions — External Factors
While no consistent definition was evident, the participants did see the importance of
creativity, balanced against some of its limitations. The participants also did acknowledge
several factors helping and hindering their creativity. According to the perceptions of the
participants, the factors influencing their creativity levels in their climb to or during their tenure in
office were many.

For a better understanding of the factors, they need to be broken down into

categories: those external to the individual and those more individualistic. External factors cited
by the participants as impacting their creativity levels have been further broken down into the
external environment; organization structure; organization strategy and culture; and the job itself.
External Environment
Several factors external to the organization limited the ability of these executives to
exercise their creativity. As one executive indicated:
No matter how creative you are, your ability to implement that creativity is
always circumscribed by conditions, in the industry and the economy. [Because
our exposures hadn’t been limited in the past], there were constrictions that
economic circumstance placed upon us. You’re always confined, no matter what
you do.
Factors relating to the external environment include global, geographical, governmental
and economic issues; the industry; and the competition.
Global. Geographical. Economic and Governmental Factors
Comments regarding the more global, geographic and economic factors were not
frequent, but those that were mentioned included the impact of exchange rates, the oil crisis, and
global competition. In addition, issues regarding the economic and political situation within
particular cities or states or even countries were also cited as circumscribing the ability to be
creative. As one participant said, “there is no question that the economy in New England and in
this state, in particular,” has had an impact. These challenges also included the ability to attract
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new executives to the area as well as the logistics of distributing a product in a large, sparsely
populated country such as Canada.
Room to maneuver and be creative can also be circumscribed by political events and
regulatory considerations. One executive’s business was hurt by the separatists’ victory in
Quebec. Others cited the impact of the government. Government regulations, in particular what
was seen as the regulators’ over reaction to the failures in the banking and savings and loans
industries, impacted the ability to be creative. Export rules regarding critical materials and the
government’s role in funding research and development and/or the government’s attitude toward
business were also cited as limiting factors.
The Industry
The industry itself can also have an impact. As one executive indicated, it’s not always
easy being creative within a very regulated industry, such as banking or a utility. “You have to
look to find ways to be creative in this industry. Because every move we make is looked over by
auditors and examiners. It is a non-creative environment in which to work.” One participant,
formerly in a very regulated industry, responded to this question with:
I would say that it is an industry that was not characterized by a high degree of
either risk-taking or creativity until on the heels of this crisis, lots of new
managers came into banking. So there’s a lot more innovation, entrepreneurial
instincts and creativity now than before.
At the same time, one executive in a regulated industry indicated:
There are some regulations that are a problem, but there really are not many. In
any event, I don’t see them as too much of a hindrance other than hours and
hours of paperwork that you have to get ready for them. That takes an awful a lot
of time. Some of the decisions you make are oriented that way, but overall it’s
not all that bad.
According to more than one participant, the age of an industry can have an impact. A
mature industry can be a challenge. Said one participant:
The industry is very mature and the rate of change in technology is extremely
slow and our machines are incredibly durable. So there’s almost no replacement
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market, and only a very small growth market. We do make a pretty good living
off of our parts business. But the main machine business is really dog-eat-dog
competition.
However, even mature industries have their challenges. According to one
participant:
We like to use the word “mature” to describe our industry. People think that it’s
stagnant, it’s shrinking, there’s no money to be made in it. Obviously [many of
us] don’t agree. This industry does have a need for creativity. It’s constantly
changing, and has really had an incredible transformation and consolidation in
the last ten years.... We have to be much more sophisticated to make it in the
business today.... Now, I have to constantly be aware of what’s going on in the
world, and how it could affect energy prices and whether I should contract for
my supplies for next winter now or wait. What does it look like’s going to
happen in the marketplace.... We now have a computer system which we didn’t
have before. ... That’s just some of the sophistication and creativity that’s been
necessary to keep our heads above water in this business.
The Competition
When asked about factors influencing personal creativity levels, one business owner
replied:
Creative or successful? I don’t know what keeps me from being more creative?
But in the successful category, and maybe they go together, but it’s like any other
business, it’s extremely competitive. Even though we’ve been around for a long
time, there are 10 companies out there who would like every last bit of business
that we do, that are nipping at our heels. We’re trying to nip at other people’s
heels. It’s not like we’re alone, there are major, major outside forces. It’s kind
of like a war. It’s a constant battle for business, getting business, keeping it,
trying to make any money on it.
Competition from organizations with larger sales forces, global competition, even the
lack of competition were all cited as having an influence on creativity levels. However, one
participant saw competition differently.
easy for us, to be honest....

For this participant, the competition has made it very

I think the big companies are helping us, with some of their

philosophies and how they treat their customers.” One other executive indicated that the
competition is helping the business because “they have expenses above and beyond what our
expenses are here. They keep our margins up.”
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Organization Structure
While external factors were mentioned as having an impact, so were factors relative to
the organization itself. In this set of factors are included the perceptions relative to the
organization: its size, formality, including the organizational structure itself, such as hierarchy,
level of bureaucracy and rules; its life cycle; the markets and customers served; and the product
itself.
Size, formality, including organizational structure, bureaucracy and rules
Size and its related features were cited as having impacts on creativity levels, although
the perceptions varied.

“We had gotten to a certain size and we had to try to make ourselves

smaller. We could see that as we became larger and larger, decision making and product
development were taking longer and longer.” One executive, while recognizing the help that
comes from the sponsorship and resources in a large company, argued:
Creativity to me is pockets of less than ten people. You don’t get creativity with
a 3000 person company.... Well, you can, but it gets more difficult.... If you get
beyond groups of five or sometimes ten, people will start to divide up the
function [and start to say] we need a department head for each one of those.
Then we need a President and a staff, then we’ll have committee meetings, and
you spend all your time in meetings. So size and the communication passthrough
[start impacting your creativity].
According to one executive, there is
no question that the bigger the company, the larger the size, the more employees,
the more assets, then the greater the impact on the role of being president.
There’s no question that as an organization gets larger, you get more removed
from the people who really make it happen. And the more people that you have
telling you things, the less you know about reality. And the more that happens,
the less opportunity you’re going to have to do anything creative, because you re
going to have all these bureaucrats running to you, telling you the idea of the day.
It puts you in a very reactive mode.
This participant went on to explain:
There is a major problem in these [large organizations] today. The hierarchy
and the isolation, the people justifying their own existence in whatever
department you want to call it. The power struggles that go on, the time spent on
politics. If an idea ever gets to the top, it would be a miracle. But you can take
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other big companies ... and my perception is that there is more opportunity. Jack
Welch and GE are held up as empirical studies of the latest wave. And that is a
big, big, big company. Maybe size doesn’t have anything to do with it. [Maybe
it has more to do with] throwing away the fences.
As suggested, size is often linked with bureaucracy. Bureaucracy and its concomitant
paperwork were cited as impediments to creativity. According to one participant, the
organization suffered from a
huge amount of bureaucracy and control. People at the top created a lot of these
bureaucratic paper routines so that they could have a lot of things to do. You
know the higher up you get, the farther away from the customer and the activity
you really are.
The number of levels was also mentioned as an impediment because it causes the
filtering of information or the number of translations before it reaches the top. One participant
indicated that raw data is key. The solution to this challenge was to get the reports that lower
level managers get, and to allow no new reports to be generated.
Structure can also be a deterrent. One president stressed the need for a flat organizational
chart. “Our organization is much, much flatter [than your typical organization]. We just don’t
have the levels and levels and levels.” Another participant emphasized the need for the “right
management communication fabric,” which was vertical, horizontal, and diagonal. The need for
an informal business environment was also stressed:
I fight paperwork, tooth and nail. Because it’s a waste of time. The worst
machine that was ever invented was that copying machine. It’s too easy to make
copies. You just get yourself bogged down in paperwork. You’ve got to run
lean and mean and you can’t do it if you’re going to have this paperwork hurdle
to get over.
Other issues cited were accounting systems. The lack of an appropriate transfer pricing
system which would allow for true accountability to be established inhibited one executive s
ability to be creative. Another cited a less common challenge in trying to implement a new
product that could be paid for out of expense savings:
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We hit an amazing wall. No one knew how to handle the accounting for this....
We’re saying there’s no need for budget planning, it’s free. So all you’ve got to
do is figure out is how you’re going to give me the savings.... And they loved the
concept, but we’re really having a hang-up, with how do I book it.... So, we’re
having accountants go back and forth, having a nightmare over this thing....
They also don’t like buying something when there’s no competition for it.
Purchasing won’t accept that.
Organizational Life Cycle
In addition to organizational size and structure, the organizational life cycle was
perceived as impacting the creativity levels of the executive in that at certain times in the
organization’s life, different types of creative approaches are required.
The other thing that sort of shapes who comes to the job is accident, it is time, the
condition of the company. What is the external environment like? Where is the
board in their concerns? Regardless of what you’d like, it’s not orderly. It’s
ragged.... For example, the issues in the 80’s were more in terms of rationalizing
the organization, rather than being wildly aggressive. Surviving the financial
pressures was the issue. (The former CEO) was the right person at the right
time. I don’t think there is any question about that. An organization goes
through cycles and passages and what is required at one period is different from
what is required at another.
This is true whether the organization is large or small.

One participant, the owner of a

small business, supported the view:
The company wasn’t being managed right and so, there was a great deal of stress
and frustration. We had rapid growth, but it wasn’t planned growth. People were
exhausted. It wasn’t fair to the employees.... It was killing me, too. I just
couldn’t handle it. The company went through a different phase. That’s all.
[We had to add structure, but] I don’t want to ever lose that entrepreneurial
creativity or we would definitely die, slowly.
While organizational life cycle can impact the type of creative approach from
management, it can also provide another sort of challenge if the organization is ahead of the
industry. Research facilities and capabilities may not be there yet.

In one organization, with

cutting edge products, the top executive indicated that marketing research and think tank firms
were only coming up with
standard answers. We’ve done that 2 or 3 times, just to try it out.... What we
usually find is a specific thinker someplace, who realizes that he s driven the
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material that he’s used to its absolute maximum performance and then at that
point, he gets really frustrated and starts looking around for other materials, and
sometimes he finds somebody who knows something about [our product], and he
says, “maybe I should look into that.” [Such a situation requires relying on
internal research and development.] To the extent that we come up with some
ideas, we keep the company going. But, I’m sure we miss many more than we
think of.
Resources
External factors in the environment as well as organizational factors, including its life
cycle and the financial health of the organization, can impact the level of resources available to
exercise creativity and grow the company. More than one executive cited financial wherewithal
as a challenge to growth and expansion as well as to the ability to be creative. As one executive
commented:
There was a time in the fairly recent past, that this company had some pretty
serious financial problems. And so you can be as creative as hell, but you’re out
of money, well.... First thing you have to do is be creative about where and how
to get the past behind you. And I’ve done that. So now I can really let loose and
really focus on the future.
Thus, tight resources don’t necessarily hinder creative approaches; they just require
different solutions, as indicated by the perception of one participant:
That doesn’t mean that you can’t and are not required to be creative in a control
environment. I think we were very creative in the way we reduced expenses, and
the way we improved service, the way in which we reautomated ourselves,... the
way in which we organized ourselves, built our own businesses. We were very
creative, but it wasn’t the same. You just don’t have free license to go out and do
whatever you want to do ... when you’re worried about financial strength.
Because you’re in a control mode, doesn’t mean you don’t create product, that
you’re not creative. It’s just that you can’t be as aggressive. You’re not as free
to pursue your instincts. The absence or presence of financial strength is what
frees you up or doesn’t.
Certainly financial strength can help facilitate creative growth and supports risk taking.
According to one executive, the success of the organization can allow the absorption of a loss
without hurting the shareholders. At the same time, resources aren’t always the answer. One
executive became extremely frustrated at the failure to provide a unique marketing brochure.

80

I

said look ... money is not an object. You can have as much money as you want. I need a
brochure. What I got put me in shock [because of its lack of creativity].”
Customers. Products and Markets
Customers, products and markets are also factors in influencing creativity levels. One
participant in explaining expansion strategies, indicated: “Our customers started to go overseas.
Then they wanted our products and they wanted us producing our products in those countries.
So that that's an easy way to expand when ... your customers are pulling you along in their wake.”
According to another participant:
Customers are driving you to do things differently, lower prices, fancier
packaging, different structures. They want to be unique in their marketing, so
they’re looking to us to help them into that. So we constantly have to come up
with a better mousetrap. It’s like nothing is the same, everything we do is just
constantly changing. It’s always different, it’s always redesigned, it’s always
restyled, it’s always bid out in different manners, the pricing is always different,
the formats of what you can do or how you’re going to do it for the customer
change. Or they’ll ask, ‘what else can you do for us? To win our business.’ We
hear that from people a lot. So we’re always sitting down meeting and talking to
our people and throwing ideas out and coming up with ideas. We’re trying to
come up with innovative, different ways to do things.
The nature of the product can also provide challenges. According to one participant:
I guess this business has been very frustrating because it’s very much a niche
business.... When I was looking into buying the business, I was told that this
company has the best answer, but there is absolutely no idea what the question is.
I can say that eight years later, I’m still looking for the question. That’s
disappointing, because it would appear to be a whole lot of potential here for a
much larger company which is my desire. And we just haven’t been able to do
it. For lots of different reasons, some of them good, some of them self-inflicted,
but most of them having to do with market forces.
This participant went on to talk about how the intricacies and the wide variety of possible
uses of the product make it
problematic for a small company where we focus your resources. How can we
be an expert on the [all those businesses] and any number of three, four or five
other potential industries that we could be a player in? It’s very difficult to have
somebody inside knowledgeable enough about those industries to see the
opportunities and then figure out how to market the product.... We just never
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even get access to a lot of products which we could probably participate in for
that very reason.
Organizational Strategy and Culture
The above comments indicate that organizational factors such as size, structure, and the
nature of the products and markets can impact — both positively and negatively - the executive’s
ability to be creative. Also influencing creativity levels are the less tangible features of an
organization: its strategy, goals, and culture.
Strategy and Goals
The strategy of the organization can influence an executive’s creativity. One participant
explained it this way:
Innovation often involves a lot of failures, a lot of tries that don’t work. So you
have to have a supportive atmosphere towards experimentation.... You can have
companies with the same size and legal structure behaving in the opposite way to
the same event, usually because of what drives them. Some of the examples of
drives could be market driven, could be financially driven. I don’t think you’re
ever distribution driven. You may be distribution bound. You could be product
driven. You could be technology driven. If you are product driven, you’re
likely to be more innovative because you’re likely to drive for solutions that
don’t exist.
Those participants who were not the top executive of their organizations mentioned the
impact of financial goals on creativity levels. As one participant put it, “when goals are purely
financial, particularly personally, “it’s not a high purpose. It’s not inspirational. It doesn’t light a
fire in your creative processes.” According to another executive, leading edge creatives who
“will produce the numbers in five or fifteen years” may not be in as much demand as those who
are more implementation focused.

This participant went on to say:

[The financial motivation] in large corporations can force you into a discipline
and direction, that’s organized, controlled.... In the 4 or 5 companies like this
that I’ve worked for, part of the sad thing is that everything becomes a financial
number.... And the only measure that they really put on you is delivering dollars
to the bottom line.
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Alignment of strategy and goals was perceived as very important, by these same
participants. According to one:
It is key to have your vision, aligned with your boss’s vision ... in order to get the
resources and the opportunities. No matter how creative you have been in other
situations, it’s going to be difficult. And that’s true for as high up as you go,
unless you’re the No. 1 person.
Culture
Culture was recognized as an important ingredient of creativity. One participant
commented:
We have more people who are risk takers, who are experimenters. We have tried
to build that culture, within reason. Sometimes, I think they are not risk takers
enough, but we’ve been able to attract good people and kind of move them
through the organization.
The organizational culture was recognized by more than one participant as playing a role
in the climb to the top. As an example, one participant said:
You come to the job with your personality and your values and either they are
allowed to thrive, or they’re not. If they’re not valued, you’re not likely to be in
the job. And sometimes you may have to adapt, you may have to have other
things that you bring to the table so that your values, which may not be
appreciated by your boss, don’t become a liability.
Sometimes the culture can be supportive of growth and creativity.

In one executive’s

early career, the culture was extremely supportive and there was a lot of good positive feedback
when creative solutions were worked. Another cited similar support: “I am leaps and bounds
more creative than when I started here as I’ve gone up the ladder.”
The culture can also impact an organization’s ability to change. According to one
executive, in an analogy of an organization as a tree:
It's very natural to understand that institutions from the moment they begin to be
successful have to have all kinds of root guards against all the things that might
topple it. The world is full of things that topple institutions.... If you want to
change it, then you have got to get those root guards to let go. It generally takes
a good deal of pain before they're willing to let go. You've got to be able to
convince the root guard that if he relaxes his protection of that root, which is a
very dangerous thing for an institution to do, it's because unless it changes, it has
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a danger of going out of business. And it's the necessity for that change that
makes such a radical act as changing one of the roots be possible. So I think
there are a lot of reasons why CEOs and institutions and people in corporations
are not quick to accept change.
Another participant echoed this belief:
The reason we are not creative enough is because we’re stamping it out.... Sure,
that’s what culture does. Culture brings the ends together. So you’ve got to fight
all the time against bringing the ends to the middle. Now there’s a point at which
you can’t go any farther, there’s a point at which it’s nuts, and everybody will
define that point differently. There’s a limit that society is going to have to
establish that you just can’t go beyond that. But we’re not at that limit.
Organizational cultures were cited as impacting the ability to try new ventures and
consolidate new businesses. One participant talked about people problems in the context of
global issues of the future — problems that can impact growth. “The bad thing is that the
emotional problem that humans have of ownership, bonding and nationality hasn’t been solved.
The rules that apply in one country don’t apply in another.” Another participant talked about the
problems encountered in the purchase of a new business:
There were lots of reasons as I look back on it, but a lot of them were people
reasons. I just totally missed the people issues, the culture, the attitudes.... The
problems had gone all the way through the organization and I had totally missed
it.
Obviously culture doesn’t stop everyone on their way up to the top and once they are at
the top, a top executive can change the culture. One executive indicated that:
I was a kind of rebel. I was always [confronting situations].... I never fit in.
This was a highly political, politicized, not invented here, don’t rock the boat
kind of culture. And I’m sort of a boat rocker. I’m a maverick. Even though I
was counter to the culture, I got this reputation for being pretty much right.
Another agreed:
I was quick. And I started differently. The advantage was I didn t know the
rules. I didn’t have time to build up an understanding of the politically right
thing to do. When you start off on a track that you’re doing it differently and it’s
okay, it keeps reinforcing itself. I was competent. The fact that I had the
background and training.and was able to think things through.to deal with
the details and still be strategically oriented. It gave me a sense of positive
reinforcement that this is the way you do things. I just kept doing things my own
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merry way.... I never started anything with assumptions or predeterminations; it
was my job to figure it all out.
A family ethos in privately-owned businesses can both support and hinder creativity. In
one example, the current president of one family-owned business felt the positive impact of the
family legacy. In other instances, however, the legacies can be obstacles toward more creativity.
According to one participant, “in a family business, the Chief Executive Officer is much more
likely to lose his job for violating the unconscious family code than for poor financial
performance.” When this participant was finally freed from family influences through deaths and
resignations,
I could be a little more myself. And so I really feel as if the organization is
changing a lot and mostly in response to changes in events, changes in
management and my getting a chance to use the things that are kind of naturally
sensible, in my view. It’s a lot harder to.be objective with your relatives than
with other people.
The Job Itself
Beyond the external environment and organizational factors, a major influence on
creativity levels was perceived as coming from the nature of the job itself. In this category are
included the job’s roles and responsibilities, as well as its structure and certain features of the job.
Roles and Responsibilities
For each participant specific roles and responsibilities often depend upon the size and
structure of the organization and the challenges faced. However, there were some common
perceptions on key responsibilities of the job. According to one participant, the job of the CEO is
to define
what you won’t do, rather than what you will do. You sort of paint a direction
and then start to carve away the things that people should not engage in so you
create a zone of freedom for people to use their energy and their creativity. You
set the boundaries within which people are free to operate.... And you interact,
communicate constantly.... Further, the job is to sense when the company is not
engaged and when it is too engaged. You go around day in and day out, and get
a feel for that. And that determines what you do. Now some of those things are
in the short term and other things are longer term. And you continually have to
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reflect on whether you have the capability to do something you need. And if you
don’t, you set about to change your set of skills in the organization.... I think
that’s the job, more than anything else, to really focus on our capabilities.
As another participant put it:
My job is to find ways of bringing out the best in people, by allowing them to be
freed up. My role is not to do it, as much as it is to just question and challenge.
And to present opportunities. My job is to help set up and create the environment
to allow it to be done. I firmly believe that there is no one right way to do
something. We could have ten people at the table with ten ideas, and all ten
could be equally good or equally bad, it doesn’t matter. The value is in the fact
that we got the diversity of the ideas, so I’m very comfortable in that respect of
letting go.... I’ve had to learn, and this is probably the hard part for me, that
allowing people to grow means sometimes, even when I don’t agree with what
they’re going to do or the way they’re going to do it, biting my tongue and letting
them do it anyway. Then I try to provide a supportive environment of how we
get learning from this. Not blame, but learning. What’s important is the
learning, not the outcome. I believe in people and that’s how you get stuff
accomplished. And if I can leave people behind with my infectious love of
learning, I figure you can’t help but win.
To another:
My job requires that I can sense when things are going to break. Therefore, I
really look around and ask should we modify this job, should we add staff. I
watch my staff and see.... My job involves pulling everything all together and
being sure that the group of people work together as a team, and then to grow, to
cultivate those people to get the job done.... I would add to that you’ve got to
select good people. You have to have the right people in place in the beginning.
And you have to have the guts to get rid of those that aren’t.... It’s tough, but if
you’re not tough you’re not going to survive. And I think it’s even more true
today than it was long ago.
Others echoed the coaching, overseeing, teaching, and questioning role, for example:
If we’re involved in a difficult challenging project, I ’ll say to people anticipate
whatever could go wrong with this project. Think it through. People will hear me
saying, “Think every step through....” In this job, I feel a lot of pressure that if I
don’t think of it, who’s going to? I try to get people to think creatively and I
don’t think I’m the only that does, but I think that I sort of push it. And I think
my people do come up with a lot of great ideas when I ve asked them to, but I
have to ask them to. Sometimes. They don’t always just come up with them....
It’s like anything else, you need a cheerleader, you need somebody getting
people into it. And asking people to do more and usually when you ask people to
do more, they will.
According to another participant:
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The main job of the CEO is to get the best people and to try and orchestrate
them.... To get the right people and stimulate them to make the decisions. There
are certain things that the CEO has to decide on, like how to structure the thing,
but there’s so many things that can be decided by groups of people, that don’t
have to be decided by the CEO.... My job is also to get the finances to help
people do what they want to do. That’s, I think, an important entrepreneurial part
of the CEO job. Where are we going to come up with so much money for the
research, money for the inventories, the plants.... My job is also trying to
promote winning. Sometimes that means losing. You know people win by
losing at times. If things don’t go right, I might say, “well what did we learn
from this? What are we going to do differently the next time....” That has to be
done very delicately because anytime you bring up something that didn’t work,
people take it very personally.
Another added the elements of asking questions and foreseeing the future:
I’m sort of the corporate gadfly. I go around and ask questions ... like, where are
we? What are we doing? How can we do it better? Where are we? What are we
doing? Why are we doing it? Does this make sense in the overall picture of
things. Are we really taking advantage of the things we can take advantage of...?
What outside factors are there out there that can affect you and your business?
What do these factors mean? And as a person responsible for leading an
organization, that’s probably the most important thing you do other than give a
good level playing ground... a good playing ground for everybody to be able to
do their job.
According to another participant, the job of the top people in a company is to legitimize
the organization:

90% of the time of the top people in a company ought to be out, out with
customers, out with stakeholders, out giving speeches, out legitimizing the
organization, being out learning about what’s going on so you can set your vision
and make sure it’s aligned, giving speeches, legitimizing, out with your people,
out running around, doing the things, showing up, shaking hands, pressing the
flesh, asking people how they’re doing, that’s the role of a top person.
Others support this perspective with further clarification of the responsibilities. As one
participant put it:
But it isn’t quite as easy as people think. You don’t simply come in one day and
say, ‘well... we’re going to do this.’ And go do it. And expect everybody to
jump up and down and do it.... Where you’re alone is with the conceptual part of
the job. You’re required to think for yourself. You have to fashion an approach
.... and you often cannot draw from other people before you do.... You don t have
to come up with all of the issues, but you have to conceive an approach, an
initiative. Once you fashion it, you test your ideas with various people, they will
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help shape the end results. You then have to manage their buy-in. It’s very
subtle.
Specific comments regarding the responsibilities of the top executive for creativity in the
organization included what one participant indicated:
A lot of what I’ve accomplished relative to creative outlook, has been either what
I do personally in terms of my own approach, how I treat people in the
organization to allow them to be creative, so that they’re feeling good about
themselves, and then ... by just playing devil’s advocates and asking questions.
Another participant saw the job’s responsibility in a similar fashion:
The reason I’m in this job is that I’m an obstacle knocker downer. That’s what I
do for a living. I release this flow [of ideas].... [When I’m asked how I’m going
to make my company more creative], I say, I’m not going to, I’m just going to
quit stamping it out. I’m not going around trying to tell people to be creative, I
know they are already. I’m trying to get the blocks out of the way, so that their
creativity flows. I think it’s all there, it’s all waiting to come out. As much as
you can ever use. You just got to let it come out, encourage it, welcome it, every
now and then kick it out a little. You’ve got to give it a kickstart to flow.
Image and the isolation of the job
Clearly the job of the top executive allows a great deal of freedom to operate and be
creative. Obviously the job is not without its limitations and boundaries. As one participant
explained:
I don’t have unlimited discretion. And that’s really because there are two
constituencies that inhibit absolute free choice. The Board represents the outer
boundary to my authority. They will basically tolerate me doing anything within
their comfort zone. Within that zone, basically, if over a period of time, you have
built a high confidence level and you continually nurture that through
communication and education, you can basically drive the company anywhere
you want to go.
I think the other constituency you have to tend to, that constrains you, that limits
your freedom of choice, is the people you work with, it s the regulators and your
distribution systems. You basically have to invoke the same degree of
confidence that you get out of the Board. And that’s management, that’s modern
management. You’re an advocate. Having said that, you re basically free to lead
the company where you think it ought to go.
Within these or similar limits, the job, as defined by the participants, requires many of the
skills of creativity, including questioning, future thinking, and new approaches to problem
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solving.

Thus it can be a major force in increasing creativity levels. However, certain facets of

the job, such as the isolation and image, can be significant barriers to personal creativity levels.
One executive indicated that the “the office of CEO is part of the problem, since so many
people find it intimidating.” Another said, “Nobody just drops in on a CEO." Another finds the
job lonely, because
I can’t take a cup of coffee and wander down the hall and sit down in
somebody’s office and talk through just about any situation with any client or
customer that I’m dealing with. I’ve sort of gotten used to it, but I probably miss
that the most.
This view was shared by another participant:
Part of the problem of being the head of a business is that it’s difficult to find
other people [to talk to]. With your employees, you’re supposed to be all
knowledgeable, that’s not quite the right word, but they’re going to treat you a
certain way. So it’s hard to find peers you can interchange with to get ideas. It’s
just helpful when you’re in business to have that kind of ability.
Another participant feels that the loneliness comes, not from the fact
that I don’t have company. But lonely in the sense that I’m in that role that I play
so much of the time, can’t go to a cocktail party, can’t go to the grocery store,
can’t go anywhere where I’m not in that role. And even associating with peers.
It’s only with my family ... or with my friends, where I can really be myself.
At the same time this participant did not feel that this aspect of the job impacted personal
creativity levels:
I don’t think I’ve changed my skills and my abilities, my knowledge yes.... I’ve
just learned to work with them better.... Certainly I have exchanged one set of
stress for another type of stress. Yes, I have a lot more freedom [here], but I have
a lot more risk personally. And there’s a limit on what would be acceptable
behavior for a company president.
Others avoid the “loneliness at the top” by being open. As one participant explained:
I’m not one who is afraid of saying I don’t know the answer to that or something
along that line. I think we have much more of a free interchange of ideas. I think
because of the open door policy, we have a pretty open relationship and people
would feel very free to express their own ideas. I don’t always agree with them
obviously, but if I don’t, we can hash it out and I have said to many of them, if
this is what you really want to do, let’s try it... as long as it isn’t going to
jeopardize the company.”
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Another factor impacting the job is the lack of training for it. Many who worked their
way up did receive significant on the job training, via progression in the company or through
being mentored along in a family owned business. In one family owned business, the president
did get training for the job:
I had really been being prepared for that job, almost since I started here. It was
an easy transition. [My dad] was an easy guy to work with and that was another
very positive thing. He gave everybody a lot of latitude to experiment, try things.
Others were not so fortunate and had to learn on their own. In addition, the job at the top
is different and requires different skills. While recognizing the job as exciting and stimulating, it
turned out to be different from previous jobs, at least for one participant:
It involves little work on my own. One of the interesting things that happened to
me is that I felt as though I wasn’t working anymore because I no longer had a
function like Finance or Engineering or manufacturing or research and
development. What I do is spend my time talking to people and that doesn't
seem right. I’m no longer at my desk. Now I have to depend on other people
for their insights.
Often there is little training for the job. One participant indicated that
the MBA program I attended gave you all the concepts and then turns you loose
into an organization. You do not get guidance from an MBA program on how to
be a manager. You only get guidance about theories. And I realized after a
while that I was really struggling with how to be a manager because I never had
that training in my MBA program.... I really hadn’t had any mentoring or
anything else like that, about how to run a business, how to supervise people and
so forth.
Feedback mechanisms
Another aspect of the job, partly contributing to its isolation and loneliness is the lack of
formal feedback mechanisms. Even presidents with Boards of Directors don t always get
feedback, as one participant explained:
While Boards are not clones, they are basically passive. They have to be because
they only meet 6 or 12 times a year. By and large, what they like to do is
oversee. What they really would prefer is to have high confidence in the CEO
and support, counsel, test the CEO; rarely overrule, rarely direct.... What you get
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[from the Board] are signals. And you have to be smart enough to read the
signals. So long as they are not uncomfortable, they won’t do anything.
Rarely did the participants get formal feedback on personal performance. One felt, “as
far as the Directors are concerned, as far as adding to or subtracting from creativity, I guess I’d
have to say neutral.” On the other hand, another participant indicated: “The Board members are
wonderful. I have eight characters who love this company and they really have its best interests
at heart. So, they are supportive of new ideas. They pretty much let us do whatever we want.”
While this participant felt the Board was there to help out and be supportive with problems, it was
not their style to give candid feedback about personal performance:
Have I had a performance review since I’ve been here? No. Should I?
Probably, yes. Have I tried to get feedback from the Chairman, because lord
knows I’m not perfect? Yes, but that’s just not part of my life. They don’t seem
to care. I guess if I were doing something wrong, they’d tell me. I have to have
a third eye.
Performance feedback comes from results:
You know if you are going in the right direction, by looking at the results. The
results are your ratings, the attitude in the field force, the attitude in your
employees, your actual sales, your persistency. There are a whole host of
financial, concrete objective facts that measure whether you are doing better or
worse. There’s a score card that’s defined for you by the outside world.
However, as one participant indicated:
overall performance can’t be measured by financial results. In other words, if
I’m not doing a good job of hiring people or making sure that they’re fairly
evaluated and coached and given the training that they will need, ultimately it’s
going to come back to the bottom line. I really can’t think of the last time, I’ve
really been evaluated, and for better or for worse it might have been helpful.
Feedback can come from other sources. While recognizing the very important role
feedback can play in promoting creativity, one participant acknowledged the absence of the right
kind of feedback from the top. Instead feedback was obtained from subordinates, “the people
who were closest to the customer. I relied very heavily on them.” Another participant indicated:
I never got any positive feedback from [one boss] about anything. He thought I
was a threat, and the only reason I lasted those five years, four years, was
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because I had a cheerleader ... and I certainly got good feedback from others,
including my spouse and my friends.
Peers and subordinates
Along with feedback, another factor influencing creativity levels cited was the type of
people surrounding the top executive. One participant said, “The different mix of people would
have a big influence on how creative you are.” Another participant agreed:
It’s not a one person job. It’s an organization. If there is a basic element of
management skill, and if the person is sensitive enough to their limitations, they
can compensate for them through the people they surround themselves with.
You tend to bring to yourself people who play to your weaknesses, rather than
your strengths ... to compensate for your weaknesses.
Of course the people you work with can have both a positive and negative impact. As
one participant indicated:
Whenever you have a group of people you have a struggle for power. Politics is
politics. Whatever you want to label it. It exists everywhere. Either it gets out of
control or it’s in control. Either it gets in the way of work or it goes away.
Or peers in an industry can be “a very, very conservative group of people” which was
frustrating to one participant. Or.... “The people you work with can be so politically and so
personally egotistical that they can put a constraint on you.” Or a top executive can be forced
along the way, for a variety of reasons to work with individuals who inhibit creativity.

One

participant found that partners “really stifled my creativity.” Or the people who will be impacted
by change can be impediments. Said one participant, “different people in the culture can be a
constraints.... you can’t force people who don’t want to go where you want them to.”
Perceptions — Personal Factors
As indicated above, external factors play a major role. Many of those factors addressed
in the literature review were indeed cited by the participants, although often from different
perspectives. It appears that these external factors set boundaries or conditions in which the
individual must work. Yet as one participant put it:
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I would say that if anything is ever an obstacle for my creativity, the biggest
obstacle would be myself. It’s all where I set my boundaries and where I put my
walls, and if I refuse to move them, then I’ve become the problem, as opposed to
the solution and the external has very, very little to do with it. I think in my early
career, external could have impacted it, but not now.
Individual, personal factors then appear to play a significant role in determining how a
top executive operates within the boundaries set by the external and organizational environments.
Based on perceptions of the participants, such personal factors can be categorized as including
motivators and drivers; knowledge, expertise and talent; management styles — both with people
and with time; thinking styles and preferences; mentors; and emotional or psychological factors.
Motivators and Drivers
Most of the participants described themselves as very competitive, driven to succeed and
do a good job, and at least moderate risktakers. Most have taken risks along the way, risks
necessary for career progression and business success. Of course external motivators were cited,
such as money, power and prestige. But, in general the motivators mentioned were internally
focused — on self-competence and self-determination, the seeking of challenging and interesting
situations — drivers which are supportive of creativity.
The motivator mentioned most often as primary was a drive for excellence. As one
participant said, “In terms of whatever I did, it was like there was no way to do it other than the
best way possible.” Another said, “to be the best that I can be. That’s what drives me.” When
asked what being innovative or creative did to one participant, the response was:
being innovative is just part of who I am. I’m not doing it for any other reason
than to my own satisfaction of getting the job done and having it done well....
Money is not a motivator for me. The real motivator is being the best in the
industry.
Others said essentially the same thing. As an example:
I grew up with high standards and the idea that when you tackle something, you
do it, do it right, you finish it. It’s okay to make mistakes, but pick yourself up,
learn from them, go .... do it. Keep on doing it and get it right. The message
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was, do a good job. Do it right. Finish it. Tie it up with bows, don’t leave stuff
undone.
Clearly achieving success and growing the business — almost as tangible symbols of this
drive toward excellence -- mattered to most of the participants. One participant put it this way:
My driving goal now is to make the company more successful. One of the ways
that we’ll make it more successful is to make it bigger, not bigger just for the
sake of size, because I would know that would be a shallow victory, that
wouldn’t even be a victory. But if the company were bigger and more profitable,
and was being run well, I sort of see that as my goal, before I retire.
As part of this success, this same participant indicated:
Some of what causes my creative drive and competition is making sure that the
company will be profitable and making sure that the company is going to meet its
obligation and pay everybody that has to be paid on a regular basis. Sometimes
it gets scary when you stop and think about how you have these lives, and even
though for me, it’s only a small number, but for every one of my employees it’s
somebody’s life that you’re really have a big impact on. So that’s part. But if I
had to say, what overall drives me for creativity and creativity I see as an avenue
to my success.... the drive is really a personal one, to make me be the best that I
can be.... When I’m trying to be creative, it’s to be the best that I can be, and to
say that I did the best with what I had as capabilities.... The company is just sort
of a conduit for that, to allow that to happen. It’s a place for me to try and make
my creativity happen.
Proving to the world that they could do it was also expressed as a driver by several
participants. As one indicated, “I’ve always felt that I had to prove myself. And I think it was
because I just always felt that I had to do it better or different in order to be taken seriously and to
get people’s attention.” In addition to showing the world that it was possible, this same
participant acknowledged that
I wanted to have the best business of this kind in the area.... I have always had
big dreams. I've always thought that given that you have what it takes, that you
can do anything. I tell my kids that all the time. You've got to have the
chutzpah. Most people settle for 25%. I wanted to settle for 100%.
Another acknowledged:
I would have to say that [a key driver] is owning my own business and being my
own boss. And again, some of the ego things that go with it, like I did it.
Everybody else wants to do it, but I did it. I don’t live alone on what everybody
else thinks and wanting to have everybody in awe of what I did. But I knew that
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it was something that I wanted to do, I knew it was something that was rare for
people to do and I was proud of the fact that I could do it, and that I was willing
to do it. Another part of it is, while I was making a pretty good living where I
was, it was the next way to make significant, serious money.
For others the sheer enjoyment, the passion and the fun of it all played a role.

As one

said:
I am like a lot of people out there who enjoy moving the ball, or however you
want to say it. They just enjoy the pure movement. They are some people that
like moving the ball because they want to make big bucks or they like moving
the ball because there’s some need. But there are some people who just enjoy
structuring things, putting things together. Obviously, they expect that the end
game is you make money, if you don’t, you’re not going to be in business for
very long. But they get as much pleasure out of building something, seeing it
come together.
The love of the challenge and a high level of need to achieve can have its drawbacks.
One participant acknowledged:
A job like this is a curse and a great benefit. The benefit part is obvious. It’s a
big lever. If you’re trying to achieve something, being the CEO [of a large
company] gives you a lot of leverage. You can do a lot of good in the world....
The curse part of it, is for people who have a drive for high achievement,
achievement’s the worst thing. If you’re a person who’s a high achiever, what
you have to understand about yourself is that it’s not the achievement you’re
really after. It’s the achieving. And once you’ve achieved, then there isn’t any
more achieving. So this job is sort of a curse because.... you’ve got to constantly
challenge yourself to say.... “no, no, no, don’t worry about it.. You’re not there
yet. You don’t have to worry, you’re not there. You still have to do more.”
That’s what drives me.... The worse thing in the world for me is to feel that I am
there; I go into an immediate funk.
Others were driven to make a contribution, to give back to the community. One
participant said, “work is redemptive. I’m being constructive, making a contribution.” Another
indicated:
For me, I always wanted to be a leader. If I got involved in something and
learned it, then I wanted to take a leadership role. I didn’t have to be the chair or
the president, but I wanted to be in a position to really make a difference.
And finally for some, satisfaction comes from interaction with people. For one
participant, solving people problems brought the greatest satisfaction. Another participant feels,
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“It’s when I didn’t pay attention to my employees, when I didn’t go see the customers, that’s
when I didn’t feel relaxed and have my employees feel relaxed, I didn’t feel satisfied.” Another
said, “I love people. It doesn't really any difference who it is. That's where I really get my
energy ... from other people.”
And another said:
I like people and I like getting along and making friends and figuring out what
everybody else is all about and that’s where I derive my ego satisfaction from....
It’s enough for me to be sort of reasonably well regarded by the people who have
some basis for forming any regard whatsoever, but the people who know me, the
people who I know, the people who are in my sphere of being touched, that’s
what matters. Work to me is not all consuming. It’s much more important to me
to have my friends.
For others a drive to be accepted played a role. One participant indicated, “I always had
this drive to be accepted, maybe that’s why I’m here as President, and not as scientist.” Another
said:
I really want approval from the Board for what I’m doing. I really want approval
from the people I supervise.... I just care much more about how people perceive
me and feel about me than whether I have more money than they do or whether
I’m setting a record in earnings or that sort of stuff.
Being able to provide for family and self was a critical driver for many. As one
participant put it:
My value system is not making a lot of money. The price is too big. It involves
sacrificing other values. My value system is more focused on my family and my
responsibilities. My kids are key. I am not prepared to work if there is
interference with my family duties.
Beyond providing for family, for most money was seen only as “somewhat of a yardstick
as to success. I try to be aware of the times where I’m selling out for money versus a value that I
hold.” Or as another participant stated:
I don't have any idea where money fits into my list of priorities. I think it would
be more in terms of here’s the way you score the game.... While it s the score in
the game, but it’s not the whole game. It’s not even the beginning of the whole
game. I must admit that you get focused on it an awful lot, because it is a score
in the game, but there are people I do business with just because I like them.
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Or as one participant indicated:
No one likes to be underpaid, for what he or she is doing. I’m not saying that.
But it seems to me that making money is an ancillary, it comes along with terrific
performance, great achievement, driving your organization forward, seeing
people learn and grow. Money comes along with that. It isn’t the end all and be
all. If s not a high purpose. If s not inspirational.
Of course for some, there is the struggle over tradeoffs.

Said one participant, “I’ve had

this constant wrestle, do I want to make more money, go after capital goods in life, go up the
organization chart, or would I rather go exist in a lab where funding is kind of risky... and do
weird [creative] stuff.”
Knowledge, Talent, Expertise and Experience
Beyond drive, what a person brings to the table is a mix of knowledge, expertise, talent
and personal experiences. Personal upbringing plays a role. One participant attributed success to
a small town upbringing which resulted in a broader set of skills and experiences as well as an
attitude of the need to “make your way, you really had to chart a course. And embark on the
course, and go down the road without knowing what lay ahead.”
Several commented on the role that the military had in giving them the leadership
experience needed for their current positions. One participant said:
I got lots of support for leadership activities in the army and then in politics.
And lots of information of what not to do!.... It gave me a lot of great people
skills, a lot of negotiating skills, an opportunity to try things in a non-threatening
environment.
For some, volunteer participation in the community, including forays into politics,
allowed the necessary experiences for building leadership, interpersonal and creativity skills.
Indicated one:
That’s another place where my creativity has been able to foster and grow.
When you’re on a non-profit Board, they’re very happy to get your energy and
talent. A lot of times especially early in my career, where I felt stifled and wasn t
growing or being able to use my creativity, I would do it at a non-profit board. I
got a lot of personal satisfaction and there were a lot of places where I could let
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my creativity fly, without any potential authority or culture obstacles. It was kind
of a testing ground. It was reassuring of the positive side. I did it because it feels
good.... Getting involved in non-profits also allowed me to keep perspective so I
didn’t shoot myself in the foot. It was very rewarding because you didn’t have to
be told you couldn’t do it.
Experience, particularly in a variety of areas and knowledge bases, contributed to many
participants’ progress. Knowledge, expertise and experience enables the ability to take advantage
of opportunity. Many discussed the role that luck played, but luck was clearly defined as “where
opportunity and hard work meet.” The need for knowledge for recognizing opportunity was
voiced by one participant: “[This business] is not rocket science, but you have to learn it and you
have to understand it. So it’s expertise and also having some ability to envision what you’re
doing to see the potential for the future.” Knowledge and experience also enable the ability to see
patterns. As one participant indicated:
A manager is a person who stands facing into an infinite number of facts that are
always going by him or her, and knows which ones to seize out of that and bring
down and they generally are the ones that are different from the normal pattern
and put them into some kind of a cohesive package that makes it possible to run
the operation for the better. You have to be able to see what the pattern ought to
be. You need to know the facts and the details and the big picture so that when
you're given something that doesn't match a pattern that you have in your head,
you know right away that there's something wrong with it.
At the same time, more than one participant felt that a lack of knowledge of specific
aspects of the business was an impediment to creativity.

Without the appropriate knowledge it

was perceived to be difficult to establish credibility or see all the possibilities for a product.
Others indicated that a willingness to get involved and to roll up sleeves played a role and
others felt certain skills contributed. More than one participant echoed this comment:
First, I am a very right brained person, highly imaginative. I can visualize things.
I’m both past and future oriented. I can analyze what happened and why and 1
can look into the future pretty clearly because I can imagine things. I’m very
quick. I also do things highly intuitively, which means when I’m right. I’m not
only right, but I’m very fast. Sometimes I have to back into the logic. So I got a
reputation fairly early on as somebody who learns quickly, is a high achiever,
and could do things that other people either wouldn’t do or couldn t do. I just had
the ability to absorb data. Once I feel strong about the data and my ability to deal

98

with it, I can make decisions and follow through on it.... I can also get up a sense
of energy very easily and I can motivate groups of people. And the company
kept giving me these opportunities, challenges, or whatever. They never gave me
much in the way of tools to do it with. But they gave me all kinds of ability to
experiment.
Having experiences with being successful at creative endeavors also becomes
reinforcing. As one participant said:
The system gives you support. People like to see creative output, so as long as
you produce neat stuff,... it’s a self-nursing thing.... You get acknowledged for
being that kind of a person who can produce those kinds of results, work at warp
flow speeds and produce. [And you keep getting opportunities to be creative].
Another participant agreed:
I probably have developed some level of creativity, but with successes. If I had
done some creative things and was not successful at it, then it would have driven
me backwards. Usually the innovative things that we have tried have worked
very well. So I think the level of success that you have probably influences your
level of creativity.
Others agreed as well. “As I’ve gotten older and matured and had more confidence in
this position, then my level of comfort of how much I’m willing to risk taking and discomfort I
am willing to suffer has expanded.” And another indicated: “It's helpful to have had enough
successful experiences so that you’re not daunted by the process of diving into this mess and
finding out what you need to pull out of it to make it right.” And another said, “I have always
bucked the system and managed to succeed. I got positive reinforcement. And I’ve gotten better
and better at it.”
Several of the participants recognized the advantage of having specific talents, many of
which centered on the interpersonal strengths. One participant’s success was attributed to the
personal involvement taken in business dealings. A client once told a participant, we probably
would have left [your firm], except for the fact that you came down and really got involved, and
talked to us about our business, and helped us, and things like that.
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One feels that.

At this point in our business, we do not have a large technology lead over our
competitors. And one of the things that will be important to our future success is
managing relationships with our [suppliers and vendors] and with customers.
This same participant finds the potential for
tremendous synergy there.But to be successful at that, you really have to
know who you’re dealing with, what they expect, so forth and so on. Sol have
concentrated tremendously on that.I have come to realize that being
successful in business and in a lot of other endeavors in life is much more
dependent on your ability to influence and interact with other people, than your
native capabilities. An organizational behavior teacher I worked with, defined
management as getting things done through and with people. I realized that
many people I saw being very, very successful in life were people who were able
to exert leadership and get people to believe in things. I saw that as being an
extremely valuable talent. In other words, very successful people very rarely get
all their success from things that they do by themselves.
Another recognized early on the talent of dealing with people:
Ever since I was a child, I have had, I hesitate to call it a gift but an ability with
people, to both get along and bring along folks. It’s an ability to figure out how
to get inside somebody’s defensive shields and become a trusted companion or
advisor or someone who people are prepared to follow because you appear to
know what you’re doing. I’m a non-threatening person. And so, if you’re non¬
threatening, you start with an advantage.... The other half of this is being able to
figure out who you are talking to, figuring out what their interests are, figuring
out how to make some kind of connection.
This same participant was able to step into the other person’s shoes. When discussing
encounters with regulators, the approach that worked was one where trust was established:
If you go in and fight these guys, you never win.... You’ve got to figure out what
is their problem and how can you make them feel like their problem is getting
appropriately addressed. That’s the issue. That’s the way you have to deal with
these guys. What are the pressures they’re dealing with, what are their concerns.
And this participant also said:
I could intellectually make the argument that interpersonal are the most important
skills you can have, at least at this level. People don’t understand that yet. It s
really amazing to me. Although they’re beginning to, that the ability to work
with people and have people understand, communication skills, making people
feel valued, it’s a lot more important than understanding their actual business....
It’s a skillset where creativity can manifest itself, but that’s not what people
normally think about.
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Relationships were seen as important to many. Said another participant:
Relationships that you make along the way, where there are mutually beneficial
things going on and where you gain the respect of one another, open doors. I
would characterize the things that have happened for me more in that vein. A
whole series of things where doing it right, tying it up in ribbons, leaving no
stone unturned,.... building a reputation of being someone you can count on,
being somebody who is going to get the job done, doing a really good job,
somehow has led to a series of opportunities. So I guess, if I went back and
listed the people with whom I have developed relationships and ... who have
opened up opportunities for me, that list would be very long.
Another participant demonstrates a talent for tapping into resources of people and
“finding ways to ... be more positive in helping folks to get there on their own.... to get where
they have to go to.... [It’s critical that you] understand the value that people bring to the table.”
This participant went on to say:
I firmly believe in most businesses, even if you are an individual consultant, you
need to work with people to get the work accomplished. I truly subscribe to the
belief that it’s the human resources that are the most important resources and
assets that the business can have.
One participant recognized the need to improve the ability to relate to people:
Because of my mind that can do 15 things a minute, eye contact is always
difficult.... I had two breakouts I can remember [where I ended up doing
something about this problem: My fraternity experience in college] and then
after a couple years in industry, I ran for city council in a mid-western town. It
was very logical, giving me practice, learning how to speak in front of audiences,
which could really kind of scare anybody at that age, 24 or 25 years old. I
thought it would be good experience, I thought it would be good for the resume.
Management styles
Management Styles and Beliefs
Beyond knowledge expertise, and talents, certain management beliefs and aspects of
styles were seen as contributing to creativity. Most participants called their management style
delegating or participatory.

“I guess my style is to try to be sort of participatory. I try to delegate

as much as possible. I don’t have a real need to control.” Another agreed:
There was a time when I was really good at rolling my sleeves up and getting
knee deep into the details and everything else. But one of the things I learned
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was that that was not a good way to succeed. In fact, I was criticized in one of
my reviews for not delegating enough. I then became a really good delegator and
I got to the point that I liked it. I found the benefits were that you got more
people to do more things and you got more out of people. And if you gave
people the opportunity to do something, chances are they’d get it done. Whereas
if you had to do it yourself, if you do too many things yourself, you don’t get any
of them done. I’m much better giving people challenges and having them get it
done.
Another participant indicated:
I like the notion of servant leadership, or shepherd management.... You have to
be very sensitive to [the momentum in a company]. You have to be in harmony
with it, in tune with it. You have to feel it.... In order to get in harmony, you
intervene often, but gently. As opposed to intervening seldom, but harshly. You
don’t crack the whip. You sense when people are not moving, and you get in and
nudge and prod and coach and I think that’s what business is today. [Those are
very different skills from those required in] the didactic, top-down autocratic
approach.
Another executive attributed success in business to the ability for
getting different people to work together without having the authority to be able
to force them to do it.... It was often just having somebody who was willing to
spend time talking to people about what it really is they are upset about, then
taking the time to understand the problem completely, writing down some agreed
upon procedure that will settle it, and having a process where it can be
continually reviewed.
For some, decision making is more comfortable when others are involved.

One top

executive indicated:
I’m an incredibly group oriented person. I really don’t like making decisions by
myself. My objective in life is to run around and get consensus from groups of
people that I deal with.... I really believe, actually it’s been proven to me, that a
group of people can come up with a much better solution than a single individual
can, no matter how smart the guy is. It taught me a little about
presumptuousness.
Another participant expressed similar views, at least on certain occasions.
I wanted everybody involved [in this decision], because I m not an expert in that
area.... I didn’t want to make this decision by myself.... In my personal
confidence level, I just needed extra people on the band wagon with me on this
one.
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Others are moving toward teams more and more. In one organization, the top executive
instituted at the divisional management level,
focus teams [from all the functions] that run each division. These focus teams set
the strategic goals of the division. And what we have tried to do is to get these
teams to make the major decisions. Because in most organizations, they keep
passing the stuff up the chain. But we’re trying to get it down the chain.
Perhaps as a result of the movement towards teams and a different approach to
management, many participants expressed management beliefs that are people focused. In
addition to those comments already cited, this focus includes, according to one participant, a
belief
in hiring good people. Whenever you found them, you hired them and then you
figured out what you wanted them to do. You leverage off people and brains.
If it doesn’t work, you still come out way ahead. If you leverage off mediocrity,
you’ll have at best mediocre. At least if you leverage off people who have
brains, who think, [you’re much better off].
Another indicated:
If you know that human beings have a tendency to rally round to make it right,
then you also want to be supportive of their effort to make it right instead of
telling them they're a bunch of dummies that never should have done it that way.
Agreement with this point of view came from another participant: “[My management
style is] open and all those things. I believe that people come to work wanting to achieve,
wanting to do the right thing, wanting to be productive, wanting feedback, not the opposite.”
This approach was echoed by another participant:
[My management style is characterized by a] willingness to give people their
heads. To allow them to do what they’re supposed to do. I would like to think
that creating an atmosphere in which people know that if they ... perform, they
will be rewarded and that there isn’t some hidden agenda here that I’m following
that’s going to end up screwing them.... And the desire to move the organization
forward .. and help it try to achieve... through being a cheerleader and
encouraging people to get the education and knowledge they need to do their
jobs.
Trust and communication with employees were perceived as very important by other
participants. Said one:
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How do you get a large group of people to focus on and achieve an objective?
The first thing you have to do is you have to communicate what the objective is,
so that everybody has a common understanding of that. And then secondly, you
have to push various elements of leadership down to the lowest levels you can.
So you’ve got to ... let them go out there and make their choices.
In addition to the above, many expressed a belief in experimentation. “You try things,
but don’t risk a lot of money. And so if they fail, you haven’t lost much. And while you’re
trying them, run them like an investment. Pay attention to the expense and keep learning.”
Another agreed: “I’ll let people experiment and I’ll see what happens. If it doesn’t work, you
know... let’s talk about it. And if it does, they were right and I was wrong. And I tell them.”
Another participant indicated:
For every venture that you try or every idea that you come up with, very few of
them are going to be successful. The trick really becomes getting people to a
comfort zone that says, “try it, watch out for signs of failure and be ready to pull
back” as opposed to “wait until you have it perfected.” If you wait until you
have it perfected, the market is going to move by and you don’t have enough
time to react.
More than one participant perceived management styles as needing to adapt to the
circumstances. One participant indicated:
Based on my experience and information, what makes good leadership is
idiosyncratic. You can't come up with one right way. It depends on the
organization and the time and the place. At one time, the “I'm leading the drive
out of the trenches and up the hill with my sword” approach is the best way to
run an organization and at other times, other styles are more appropriate. I think
when a company is a growing industry, the things that make it successful are
seizing opportunities and taking advantage of them.... Thus, the analytical, open,
warm, encouraging culture [I provided] was just what it needed during that
period. Once a company runs into trouble either because the growth cycle runs
out or any of a number of different reasons, then you need quite a different
management style. And I might not have been very good at doing that.... But as
long as everything is going up, you don't feel a necessity to do that.
Another participant agreed:
Different styles are called for in different contexts. [When I first joined a more
structured organization], I used to drive the people crazy. They’d say, “you’re
trying to be like a judge. You want us to come in here and argue our case and
then you’ll make a decision. You’re trying to form consensus. You’re supposed
to tell us what to do. Because otherwise we’ll just sit around here like a
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marching and chowder society debating this thing.” And it took me a while to
realize it, they were right. [We were in a crisis mode and] they weren’t looking
for somebody to form consensus here, they were looking for somebody to give
direction.... [However,] I wouldn’t go so far as to say 1 changed my style. I just
changed my definition of what’s required here. The style is still the same. You
still listen to people, so that you understand where they’re coming from and you
can get the benefit of whatever ideas they have and you have some regard for
people’s sensibilities. But instead of trying to form a consensus, in that context
what you’re trying to do is to get an informed judgment so that you can give the
right direction.
At the same time, many commented that they perceived that their styles can get in their
way. As one said, “Obstacles to personal creativity? Despite everything that I said before this,
about how great I am at delegating and everything else, it’s still hard to separate myself from
some of the details.” Said another:
I’m too involved. There’s no question. I’m involved with everything that goes
on here, to a fault. I get involved, but you know what it is. I’ve been there for
everyone for so long, that they rely on me too much.... What I’ve been trying to
do lately is shove some of it back down. But it was hard for me to do. But the
reality is that some of these people should have been making their own decisions
anyway.
Another also agreed:
One of the goals I have for myself is working with management to “get the
monkey off my back.” I don’t use my secretary very well, and I’m the kind of
guy, if customers are coming in tomorrow, I’m like calling up people, “are we
going to have coffee? Are we going to have donuts?” This is not Chief
Executive type stuff. But I worry about this stuff. I don’t effectively empower or
commit someone else to taking care of that. So I’d like to do more of that. I
think my job could be a lot more fun if I did that. And I’ve got to work on it.
In addition to seeing personal management styles as a possible barrier to creativity, it was
acknowledged that the management styles of peers or superiors encountered along the way can be
an obstacle. Because of personality preferences, more senior management can get in the way of
creative things getting accomplished.

Commented one participant:

We spent an inordinate amount of time on firedrills and presentations.
Presentations on product innovations. That’s not their job.... The president of an
organization shouldn’t spend his time holed up in conference rooms getting
presentations. It was all balled up. All the wrong orientation.
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Time management
The approach used in managing people was seen as one aspect in helping toward more
creativity, whether through providing a range of opinions or through freeing up time for more
strategic responsibilities. Another challenge commented on was the management of time. Most
participants mentioned time as a barrier or obstacle to their being able to be as creative as they
wanted to be. This ranged from having the time to sit and do more creative thinking, to getting
input, through to self-development.
One participant commented:
It’s time demands and the mundane things of running a business that get in the
way.... To be a good, productive CEO you must interface with people. There’s a
paradox. You need to be close, but can’t get so close that you get sucked in,
bogged down by process.... It seems that the more successful you are, the
tougher it is. The more calls, the more the requests on your time.
In addition, this participant finds that “staying abreast of everything, reading everything
... that gets to be a real drain. I'd like to have a professional reader. If they could just go through
everything and clip out stuff, it would save me a tremendous amount of time....” Another
perceived the situation this way: “it’s lack of time. We’re running this place at peak model right
now. Our efficiency ratios are just off the wall. So to maintain doing that does not leave me a lot
of time to go be creative. It’s just the demands of the job.”
When asked about personal development, several responded that there hadn’t been a lot
because of time. This answer was typical:
Do I still take courses, no. I don’t have time. Would I like to get my master’s
degree, yes. Will I do it, I don’t know. Not probably while I’m president of this
company, because I serve on about 7 boards in this town alone, so that s part of
my job.
Another saw the time problem as more self-induced:
It’s just probably my self-imposed work load. I guess I always feel as the
president, I should work twice as hard as anybody else to set the stage and create
the image. And I think this has been a bit of a problem. In that I don t have the
time to do what I want to do.... I’m too busy. That’s probably about the only
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thing ... but then again, if I had the time, I’m not sure that I wouldn’t generate
work.... But you see what it is now, the way we’re set up, is that either I enjoy
doing this or maybe I am hiding from being more creative, I don’t know for sure.
And I just have too much to do.
On the other hand, one participant finds that time pressure can be positive.
Quite frankly, to me there’s nothing better than having a deadline. Because what
happens is that you ask people to get a lot of stuff done, and they’ll get it done.
And if we didn’t have a deadline, we’d get the same stuff done but next... like
going into next year. But now it’ll be done and when we get to the deadline,
everything will be done and then we can say let’s not do anything more for a
while.
Thinking Styles and Preferences
Many participants commented on the role which thinking styles play in determining their
personal creativity levels. These thinking styles were described in a variety of ways. Some
indicated that it’s seeing things differently. It’s thinking for oneself, avoiding what one
participant called,
‘cookie cutter’ thinking. I don’t want to be influenced by what others say is the
right way to do it and the wrong way to do it. I’d much rather develop my own
ideas.... I don’t want the same thought pattern as everybody else. I dare to be
different. And I think that’s critically important.
Another participant feels that people need to get up high to see the big picture, to
“helicopter up” to get a broader view. Another description was ‘n-dimensional’ thinking.
“Three-dimensions do not upset my stomach or my mindset. I can work in four dimensions, in
five dimensions, in n dimensions. That’s how I put processes together.” Another participant
commented:
I’m always looking at the angles and the odds, and what it is and why it works
this way. It’s kind of an innate, natural curiosity. I have an ability, and this has
pluses and minuses to it, but I can tune out the rest of the world like nothing you
have ever seen.... It’s a sense of introspection that allows me to think about
things and get comfortable thinking about things and not knowing all the
answers, but having fun looking for the answers.
Thinking things through was an ability perceived by several participants as critical. Said
one:
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I have a fairly sharp mind so I can often get from A to Z, I don’t always keep
track of the path of how I got there. I have had to learn to slow down and
sometimes focus on that, because to me it’s like I know A and I know Z, don’t
tell me about the stuff in the middle. I just intuitively know Z. If I think about it,
I can work my way back. Having to force myself to do the discipline of having
to work back how I got there, helps me better understand how I got there.
This thinking also includes going beyond yourself, instead of practicing what one
participant called,
inside out thinking, where you start with what you think is right for the inside of
the company. And then whatever that is, you kind of throw it out there. You
throw it up against the wall to see how much sticks. It’s solipsistic thinking. The
world begins and ends with me. A place can become uncreative because of
solipsism, the tendency to look within oneself, I-I thinking. If I haven’t see it,
touched it.... it doesn’t matter.
Getting outside oneself was seen as very important, particularly in selling. Said one
participant:
You have to be able to read people very well and you have to search for what
they want. You’re really an alter ego of that person. You really are trying to
relieve that person of a problem and you must figure out what they want. And
then make them feel good.
Getting outside oneself is also critical for clear thinking. More than one participant
talked about getting caught up in the whirlwind of activity, be it mergers, financial crises or
political events. As one participant said:
A lot of this is clearer in retrospect than it ever was while it was going on. So I
can explain it to you better now than I could two or three years ago. During the
middle of it all, we were caught up in the current event, in a whirlwind of crisis.
We didn’t see it all. We were hamstrung by the events. The higher up you are of
course, the more you’re in it and the more you’re popping up against it every
time you move.
One participant commented on how sensitivity towards others affected thinking
approaches.
Many times when I’m making minor decisions about something that’s going on
at the moment, I say to myself, how is that going to affect them. How are they
going to react to that? I am very aware of people and their needs, where they re
coming from and that sort of stuff. I think my employees really sort of know
that.
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Another participant expressed another view on the role of feelings in decision making.
I like to have some time to see how I feel about things. Some people have an
idea, and say okay logically B follows A, C follows B. Therefore we should do D
which follows C. But if I don’t feel right about it, I just don’t want to do
anything for a while. And then maybe a day or two later, I at least figure out why
I’m feeling funny about it, and either remove the emotional obstacle to doing it,
or figure out that there’s really a better way to do it.
However, these last two participants pointed out that sometimes being sensitive to
feelings can have a downside:
I find that probably more than most other people, I have to go through the
processing of my feelings, to make sure everything is okay. I think that
sometimes I was spending too much time trying to be sure that people were
feeling good about what they were doing and not enough time focusing on the
goals of the company.... I think, at times, I’m not as focused as I ought to be
because I’m too responsive to how I’m feeling.
Or:
Sometimes, my decision making is colored too much by those considerations.
My concept of the hard nosed, successful business guy is the guy who makes
hard decisions. And how it’s going to affect how somebody feels about it, really
doesn’t come into the process. And I worry too much about how other people
feel. To the point where I’m concerned about how I’m going to make a vendor
feel when I do something, where other guys would just chop them off at the neck.
Maybe that kind of thing enters into my process a little too much sometimes.
Beliefs about others can also cause problems. The ability to read and respond to non¬
verbal communication can be important. But one participant indicated, “I’m now questioning
though whether I overrelied on [reading people. There have been times when people and their
reactions have fooled me.] So I was over-reading and over-reacting.” It would thus appear that
erroneous assumptions and untested fears can inhibit creativity and strategies.
In addition, thinking objectively and into the future can have its downsides and can
actually be an obstacle to creativity. One participant indicated that because people aren t at the
same helicopter level,
there is a definite problem. What I see technology happening today is probably
fifteen years out from now. I have a lot of frustration. I know what I can do, but
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commercially it’s unacceptable in today’s world. So I tone myself down and
wait.
Another participant said:
There’s a tendency to fall back on the ways that work, for expediency’s sake. So
where I come at this world a little differently, in a culture that doesn’t quite come
at it the same way that I do, there are times when for the sake of expediency and
speed, the organization doesn’t need me in there, trying my creative, inventive
approach if it’s not comfortable operating at that level, because that will actually
slow the process down. So I sometimes have to bite my tongue and figure out
when do I push or back off.
Mentors
Many participants commented on the impact of influential people in their lives. Often
these were family members, parents and grandparents, who contributed to a positive, self
confident, and take charge attitude. This group included mothers who provided the freedom to
experiment or a commitment to excellence, parents and grandmothers who taught that anything
was possible, as well as teachers and coaches, who provided good education, and a sense of
values. Many recounted stories of being told, “You can do anything you want to do, you can
make it happen if you try hard enough.” Or as another participant commented:
My mom and dad were just brutal about “you can be anything you want to be and
don’t let anybody stop you.... No matter what, hold your head up high.. You’re
as good as the next person and nobody can ever tell you differently.”
Some did have mentors in their business careers, such as former CEOs who showed them
different ways to approach the situation, different personalities and different perspectives. Others
found their support much more subtle.
he kept me going.

One participant’s mentor never made it any better, but

I have realized that the man never did anything for me specifically.” Another

indicated, it’s important to have a mentor, because
there's got to be somebody up above you that says, let's look at this guy. I
learned that I had to find people who were going to be interested in me being
advanced and I sought them out.... In my experience, it isn't any more than
having somebody is aware of you.

110

Another found that a first boss
was the most significant influence in my professional life and development. Not
only because I enjoyed the guy, but I learned and grew from the experience of
working with him. [It also provided me with a network of people who] sort of
adopted me. And to this day, I am the beneficiary of those relationships I made
twenty-five years ago. In addition, the track on which I got launched was to have
mentors, to have people who are looking out for me as well. All the people I met
in my early stages of life, who took a shine to me and who propelled me maybe
beyond my abilities, maybe not.
Other participants had grandparents who provided confidence and sound business advice.
Said one:
[My grandfather] was very oriented to satisfying the customer. He brought a
philosophy that it was people who make a difference in the company. Often
businesses have the same buildings, the same machines, yet output and
profitability are different from one to another and the difference was people.
Others saw the situation in reverse, having role models who taught them what not to do.
“So a lot of my management style also is probably trying not to be what those people were.” And
another commented on the fact that mentors can get carried away with themselves, expecting
instant follow through on their advice!
Specific references to influences from mentors on creativity were rare. Only one
participant could give an example of such as person:
[A former CEO] was the one, who probably, through example, forced me to
focus on innovation and on thinking and on synthesis, because basically, he was
turning around a culture. So I was probably a free thinker before I went to work
for his successor, who in turn gave me discipline and an understanding of
profitability and order. One was the brake, the other, the accelerator.
Interestingly, “mentors” who were mentioned as enabling creativity specifically were not
individuals, but data processing!
It was the best experience I ever had to learn creativity. You begin to
understand how the subconscious works, [which is] continually. You need to
find techniques to reach in and unlock it. So, in programming you spend half
your time gathering data, and then walk away. Then come back and you 11 find a
solution. That’s creativity. It’s the subconscious observing and gathering and
chewing and then you have to eliminate that blockage to allow it to come
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through, to become conscious. It’s instinct and intuition and all those sorts of
things.
Another echoed this view of computers and technology as a role model. Beyond giving
control over the environment, this participant found:
The things that you can do with those kinds of machines, explode into new things
where no one’s ever been ... is really the fun part. Technology was moving so
fast [and it taught me to ask] how do you take this and make it go faster.... How
do you peel the onion away one layer at a time? What caused that one, what
caused that one, why, why, why?
Emotional and Psychological factors
Beyond motivators, knowledge, talent, management styles, and mentors, other personal
factors play a role in fostering or hindering creativity. These factors included belief systems,
openness to change and input, courage to be different, and levels of self awareness.
Belief systems
Many participants referred to beliefs about themselves or personal barriers as the most
critical to their creativity levels. One put it this way, “The greatest limitations on us is ourselves.
We don’t reach out far enough. That becomes part of the mindset, part of the personality.”
Another indicated that a barrier to creativity was perfectionism.
I have this need to make everything perfect. So when we come up with an idea,
and I want to implement it.... I want to get to the bottom of it, until we finally
have a product that I can be proud of and then we go with it. But that lengthens
the period of time that it comes to market or it comes to actually being used in the
company. And I have such a hard time letting go of that. I know people in other
businesses in my industry who have the ability to come up with an idea, go with
it, get it done, and move on to the next thing. And as a result of that, maybe they
don’t do the things as well, but they get into more things. And I don’t like
having that burden, but I have a hard time getting rid of it.
As another put it, when asked what gets in the way:
Well, we’re all our own worst enemies. I’m my biggest barrier. I keep trying to
change. I’m not confrontational enough and I’m not fast enough in dealing with
performance issues. I sometimes let my frustration get the better of me. I don’t
get angry much but I go into rages of frustration and that’s very
counterproductive.
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Another also indicated that feelings of frustration can get in the way:
If I got very frustrated about I couldn’t do something, then it was an obstacle.
Then you become your own worst enemy in setting up an obstacle. If I felt the
stifling and the obstacle, I would try to figure out how to put myself in the right
mindset so that I could approach it positively with the intention of winning as
opposed to negatively. If I felt that I wasn’t being valued and they really weren’t
listening to me, it was always an uphill battle.
Another expressed a lack of belief in success at one point in the business:
I couldn’t believe that I had been so successful. [I thought] I had better sell out.
I’m not supposed to be this successful. [I think this gets in a lot of people’s way.]
They’re fearful of success. They say, ‘I’m not supposed to be that good. I’d
better go hide and fail.’ So I got over that. It took a while to say, you could do
it, you could do it.
Energy levels
Other personal obstacles mentioned included age, energy levels and the often exhausting
nature of the job.

One participant admitted that often “boredom or laziness or lethargy” gets in

the way of being more creative. And another indicated:
I’m getting older, which is not always good. I don’t have the energy that I used
to have. And I don’t have the ability to retain and manipulate as much
information as I used to be able to. Something about dying brain cells or
whatever. That’s my own limitation.
Another said:
Right now, I’d say it’s my age. It's not an energy level thing at all. I think when
you’re in your mid-50's, you think that you can't really finish the dream or the
vision, because certainly within 15 years, you're going to retire. I mean simply
because, even if you had all the energy in the world, people around you arent
going to relate to you.
The business can tire you out.

As one participant put it, “As you become more

successful, you get tired more quickly.” Another explained,

In this job, it s too tough. I am so

tired when I go home at night. For me a lot of days are like today. I started at 7.30 with a
breakfast meeting, I’ll get home at 9:30 or 10 o’clock tonight.” Or another commented.
It really does take a lot of energy to run a whole business. That’s the one thing
that’s been exhausting about having the whole kit and caboodle, full P&L
responsibility. It’s exhausting, there’s a tremendous number of pieces that you

have to care for. They take some of the energy away from where you really want
to put the resources because you’re constantly doing that full balancing and
juggling act.
Of course, on the other hand wisdom and experience can bring more effectiveness. As
one participant said, “it takes less energy sometimes to get done what you get done.

You have

more control and you can push fewer buttons to get done what you have to get done.”
Openness to change, resting on past successes, staying within old comfort zones
Many participants talked about the impact of comfort levels and resting on past
successes. Resting on laurels is a normal situation according to one participant. “In any job you
ever get, and this is based on experience, there is a temptation to cling to what you did, because it
was safe.” Indeed, one participant indicated that that resting on past successes has a danger:
It’s funny, because I woke up and I realized all of sudden that I do have a pretty
viable business. Now that’s dangerous, because I always say once you realize
that, you’ve failed, because you can’t rest on your laurels.
One participant admitted:
If I had the time, I’m not sure that I wouldn’t generate work. I think I feel more
comfortable. I think creativity requires a lot more effort. I don’t think it comes
naturally to me....Maybe I don’t find [strategic thinking] fun. That’s just what
I’m afraid of. I wonder if I’m not hiding behind that. Maybe I hide in paperwork
[and the details] where I feel the most comfortable.
According to another participant:
The creative person is a person who has a desire to improve things. There are
lots of people out there who really are very happy with things being status quo.
It’s very comfortable when everything’s the same. It can create a comfort zone.
People who want to keep things comfortable with the status quo aren’t going to
want to be creative, and probably won’t be very creative because they don t want
to be. They have no need to be.
Another participant admitted struggling with changing behavior because of personal
preferences.
I still struggle with some things. I enjoy thinking about who I am and how I got
to where I got to be. I enjoy relating to people over intellectual topics of sorts. I
find I’m not as likely to meticulously, methodically follow through with the
direction that we have to go in. [In one case of dealing with a subordinate], I
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realized that I had focused on the thing I had enjoyed doing, writing this whole
thing out, and giving it to him. And then I thought, well, what can I write next
[rather than logically following through with him and asking] “did you get my
memo, what do you think we ought to do? What commitment can you make to
doing yourself?” I had done the fun part, and now I thought everything else was
going to run by itself. I would never really have believed that, but I kind of
hoped that that would happen.
Old comfort zones are perceived as being impediments to change. According to another
participant, change is difficult if pain is not felt. In one organization, according to this
participant, the organization was dysfunctional because leadership didn’t feel any pain, and they
didn’t see any real need to change:
When push came to shove, it was always go back to thing that had worked in the
past. And that’s human nature.... Nothing unusual. It was very predictable. And
this is not an indictment. It’s simply a description of why people do and do not
change. It’s true for you, it’s true for everybody.
According to another participant:
You can't really change a person. Senior managers get to where they are because
of drive and self-confidence, and strongly ingrained patterns of behavior. It is
difficult to change their behaviors, not because they are old and fossilized, but
because they want to retain the successful behavior which has worked so well to
this point. That is why when a new CEO comes in, he or she often brings in a
new team of managers, because the current ones are so hard to change.
Openness to input
The reverse of resting on past successes, or openness to change, is related to the attitude
of being open to new ideas. Being open to input and new ideas was seen as critical. A perception
of personal openness to input was common among the participants. This comment was typical:
I don't think I'm stubborn. I think I'm so concerned with getting the things done
right, that I don't mind if it's not my way, if their way is better. I'd rather have it
be my way, by the way, but if their way is better, I'll always listen. I think I m
very open.
Another participant indicated:
I’m not proud, I’ll steal an idea from wherever we can get it.... I m comfortable
that I don’t know all the answers. I wasn’t meant to know all the answers. It s
all about learning and you learn together. None of us can do it without some
handholding. I get people who will be candid and honest with me, and in return,
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the respect for my being candid and honest with them. You can’t function
without that quality feedback. I actually find that it makes my job a thousand
times easier.
Another agreed: “I’ll take input from anybody. I have absolutely no pride of authorship.
But I have people who I will bounce things off and I consider more likely to give me valuable
input than others.” And another indicated:
I’ll take input anywhere I can get it. If you had to rely just on me for the ideas,
you’d find pretty dry stuff..... I’m an episodic worker, so it doesn’t just sort of
come every day. Some days are like great hair days. There are great idea days
and then there are lousy idea days.
Being open to input requires getting past some fairly strong egos. Admitted one
participant:
I probably had the biggest difference of opinions with one of the guys who has
stayed more or less involved [after I bought the business]. And it’s funny
because we probably would have trouble fitting in the same room with our egos.
But I think we’ve grown to have a lot of respect for one another’s skills and
abilities and I respect his help and advice and judgment.
Not everyone is so open to input.

Some won’t take it. In one example cited by one

participant, the leadership “got a lot of feedback. They kept sending around these consultants,
with instruments of this that and the other thing. And the feedback was always horrendous.
[They just didn’t listen.]” And, as one participant admitted:
Well, [I’m open] with the proviso that everybody always thinks they’re more
open than their subordinates think they are. But with that caveat, I think they
would say that I asked their opinion, I sought their opinion, I took their opinion.
We worked in a collaborative fashion. Of course, some people’s opinion I
valued more than others. But, I asked for and got a lot of feedback. When I gave
performance reviews, I asked them to review me and they did. With as much
honesty as I could get them to give. Understanding that there’s a built in risk
there.
For others, openness can go too far. “Openness is a very big thing for me and I carry it to
an extreme, sometimes not quite so far as I would like to go. [And sometimes too far!]
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Courage — to confront and to be different
Openness may have its limits since having or lacking the courage to confront situations
was mentioned by several participants. One participant did indicate a joy in being argumentative
and confrontational, which was managed via an ability to not be
‘ad hominem.’ Without effectively saying, you’re a jerk for believing in what
you believe, or you’re stupid for not believing what I believe. You may disagree
but you still want them to understand that over here is this argument you’re
having about this subject. It doesn’t really have anything to do with mutual
affection, regard, or respect.
However, more than a few indicated that they didn’t like confrontation. For them it was
often “peace at any price.” Even those who confessed to disliking confrontation didn’t always
shy away from it, however.

Said one participant:

I think my skin is pretty thick. I think I’m kind of a tough guy to take on. I
really dislike confrontation, but I’m very good at it. Once you engage me, look
out. People who are looking for a fight over some issue, they can find it here,
because I won’t let anything happen that’s not in the best interests of this
company. That’s really the yardstick that I use.
An appropriate attitude to getting diverse ideas on the table in an environment of trust
was seen as critical to creative solutions. Commented one participant:
I think that [getting all ideas out] is terrific because you usually you build
consensus and you don’t have to have conflict. Any strategic planning session or
officers planning session that I have been through has hardly ever erupted in
formal conflict in the negative sense. You get a lot of different ideas and you
usually reach consensus on where you want to go.
Having different ideas can cause others to react and can put an individual in
uncomfortable situations, with lots of criticism. It takes courage to stand firm and go ahead.
Several of the participants gave examples of such courage.
So I said I had some very unique and different ideas. And a lot of people said
they wouldn’t work. But that didn’t bother me any. I knew I was right. And it s
worked wonderfully well.... I’ve been a little bit of a rebel and a radical, as far as
some of my peers are concerned.... I took a stand that wasn t popular.... Most
people just sit around and say, “what difference does it make. You can t do those
things.” It was wrong and I had to right the wrong. It seems, I m always on the
opposite side of the group.
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Or:
This concept of seeing things differently is very important in creativity.
However, [people with different ideas] sometimes come in for criticism because
the rest of the group doesn’t understand what they are talking about. I saw this a
lot in my father. We used to kid him that most people think clockwise, but he
thought counterclockwise. He’d have solutions that people would say, well
that’s the craziest thing I ever heard. Then he’d go through and explain the
whole thing back to where they were.
Others also mentioned the role of courage in being creative. One participant commented
on the lack of risk-taking which sometimes gets in the way:
I can remember, [my partner] was somewhat more receptive to the idea than I
was. I think that’s somewhat germane to creativity. A lot of it has to do with
being afraid. You can have the idea, but do you have the guts to make it try it, to
make it happen?
Another participant agreed:
But I also believe that I would probably be more creative if I were more
iconoclastic. I get a lot of ideas that I don’t push that hard, because I’m
interested in building consensus. I don’t spend a lot of energy trying to convince
people that a funny idea that I have ought to be tried although I sometimes float
them. I’m not as likely to push an unconventional idea as I might be if I were
more self-confident.
Self-awareness
As stated above, many of the participants agreed that “the real obstacle then becomes
myself.” Understanding these personal obstacles takes a great deal of self-awareness. Self
awareness includes the recognition and acceptance of one’s strengths and weaknesses. Some of
the participants acknowledged the importance of such awareness. “I’m very introspective, one
participant said. “Probably more than most other people, I have to go through the processing of
my feelings, to make sure everything is okay.

I have a pretty good idea of what I d like to see

changed about myself.” Another one said, “I think I am very much aware of what my strengths
and weaknesses are. I know where I’m comfortable. I know where I have difficulty. And I
guess I’m reasonably successful in faking out most people as to where I have difficulty....
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This

participant along the way, took careful assessment of weaknesses and then made “a very
conscious, deliberate effort to say I’d better round this out in a different direction, take different
steps whether I think that’s what I want to do or not.” Another participant agreed:

“You need to

be analytical as to where your strengths and weaknesses are and you’d better go fix weaknesses
quickly.”
This self-knowledge comes at different points in life. Said one participant:
It didn’t dawn on me, or it didn’t crystallize as an actual skill that I had, that other
people might not have, for example, probably until I was in college. When you
go away to college, everything changes. You’re on your own now, you’re
meeting people from all over the country, indeed all over the world. And you’re
in an intellectual exploration stage, so you talk about all kinds of things. As I
would talk to my various new friends from here, there and everywhere, it began
to dawn on me that not everybody gets along with everybody else. And indeed,
most people don’t.... I didn’t realize [in college] that [this skillset] had the value
that I think it has,... but I began to understand that not everybody had that
skillset.
Some have reached a high level of self-acceptance:
I don’t beat myself up badly about what I’m not. I’m pretty comfortable with
who I am, and where I am and I think that most people can tell that when they
talk to me. I don’t have chips on my shoulders, I’m not hanging my head. I’m
not trying to prove something to people. I’m just trying to do the best that I can
do with what I was given. I’m striving and I tell my kids to strive. You do the
best that you can do. If you’re doing that, you have to feel good about yourself.
Others were not quite so sure of what causes them to be the way they are. Queried one
participant:
So, why am I different? I am different, and some of it is following instincts. I
guess I don’t know the answer to that. I sometimes wish I did because.... I really
wonder sometimes, what makes me tick. Why I do the things I do. Why I have
taken the risks, why I enjoy it, why other people wouldn’t do it, where am I
going.... I’m not complaining, I like it a lot, but I don’t know why I’m doing it.
For more than one, the issue of self-awareness also includes understanding and coming to
grips with the persona or image of the position. Said one participant:
I'm not always this powerful, know-it-all, and relaxed persona that I put forth.
There are times when I'm nervous. I hope I'm always nervous at times. I mean,
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if you ever lost that edge, it's dangerous. That’s what keeps the adrenaline going.
People don't know that side of me.
Another one indicated:
I recognize that there’s a persona that you fill to be the president of an
organization like this and with all the community activities. This is not really
me up here. I’m just playing a part. I’m always on stage. Boy, did Shakespeare
have it right! So I like to step offstage and then I’m kind of myself. I need to
keep in touch with myself and reality. It’s important especially when you’re
on a pedestal all the time. I do have a couple of friends that I share these
concerns with. We talk about how to deal with it. So that’s just a really good
support group.
Another said:
I’m fortunate that I’m either too uncaring or too self-confident that I don’t worry
about what people think. I have peers who once and a while will say, “don’t you
think you ought to act more dignified.” I say, “where is it written in the text book
that says that because you’re a business unit president, you have to be dignified.”
I’m dignified when I have to be dignified.... I’m a person, I’m no better than
anybody else. I walk and breath. I have a kid, I have a dog.... I go through the
same trials and tribulations as everybody else. If I’m going to have an open door
policy and if I want to know what’s going on in my organization so I can help
remove obstacles, I’ve got to be approachable. And one of the ways to be
approachable is to be real.
Not all top executives recognize this need to get in touch with reality. One participant
was a bit more cynical in observing peer behavior: “I think most CEOs once they get there, get
so impressed with themselves, so caught up in themselves, that they don’t learn. They stop
learning.”
Strategies and Processes
What do these participants do to build their effectiveness and creativity and overcome
obstacles? Several strategies and/or processes are used, based on comments of the participants.
These include cognitive and non-cognitive processes, such as problem solving and learning
approaches; intuition, dreaming and meditation; using multiple sources of data and support
networks; and time management strategies.
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Problem solving and learning approaches
Thinking clearly, seeing the future, “being on the other side of the organization,” and
new, creative approaches are critical for success. Several of the participants described different
techniques they use to go about doing this. Some of these approaches, such as management
styles, have been mentioned above. The participants mentioned additional strategies that are
deliberated invoked to improve creativity.
Many participants discussed the need to think about the future, to understand the
potentials, or what could happen, by means of thinking things through. This comment was
typical:
I felt very good at getting either myself or people to do things. I am very
organized and able to think things through and I think that fits into the creativity
side. I think through what has to happen to get the good result at the end. So that
I really have a vision. I think it’s important to be able to see through the trees, to
see the forest. And then get to an understanding of what it takes to be successful.
One participant talked about a similar approach to problem solving.
Once I can think and mull it over, then I can get to that leap between mulling it
over and understanding it and then coming to the creative solution. It’s not like I
go through this long, ten step process to get to the solution. It’s kind of mulling it
over and really internalizing it and then I’m there or I get there fairly quickly.
When asked if visualization was part of future thinking, one participant’s response was:
It’s abstract thinking. In basketball, there’s this concept of a ‘lane.’ You’ve got
this chaotic movement of people and really great players see a lane to the basket.
When they see it, they take advantage of it. It’s instinctive, it’s reactive and it’s
creative at the highest order.... You have an opportunity. You’ve got to see it.
And when you see it, you take advantage of it.
One very practical approach to facilitating thinking differently was described by a
participant:
We’re building a new combination conference room and packaging library.
There will be displays of models, all different types of stock that we can print on,
of all different, unique things that we can do. It’ll have a smaller conference
table, but it will have a lot of things creative stuff needed to come up with more
unique packaging. And part of the reason I feel it has to be stuck in front of my
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and everybody else’s nose is so that we can remind ourselves that this stuff does
exist. Where we have it now, [we often forget about it].
In addition to problem solving approaches, positive attitudes toward learning were
perceived by many of the participants as important. Many of the participants indicated that they
see life as a learning experience. This includes learning from past mistakes as well as learning as
an emergent process. One participant, when asked about mistakes in the past, answered, “Yes. I
think all of life is a series of lessons. Sometimes it just leads you to the next level. There’s a lot
of things I would have done differently if I knew what I know now, but....”
Another participant said:
The fun of doing excellent work is in the learning.... When you stop learning and
you start doing repetitive things, where you know it like the back of your hand,
the excitement of the mental challenge, the learning process, is gone. Then, it
doesn’t mean you stop trying to do excellent work, but the fun of it is out.
Another expressed the need to have a positive attitude about life’s experiences:
Just because you’ve been successful, doesn’t mean you’ll be successful at
everything, all the time. And there are times when you will get jolted and it
depends on what you do. Do you get up off the ground or do you stay on the
ground. Everything is an experience and you learn.... And I have to change
my way of thinking, reorient my thinking about once a year.
Another participant commented in similar fashion about early experiences with different
approaches:
I subscribe to the theory that when you keep getting positive reinforcements, it’s
a self-fulfilling prophecy. So because I started out on a positive mode and it
worked, there is nothing that ever gave me a negative experience. I’m sure that
there had to have been negative experiences, but to be honest I can’t think of one.
It’s because I’ve moved on past the negative, I learn something from it, and built
more on the positive.... I turned it into a learning experience.
One participant echoed the belief that everything is an evolutionary learning experience
and that all the answers don’t have to be known up front:
You evolve, you’re always learning, overseeing, thinking, probing, prodding.
Practicing. It’s like football. You start throwing passes, you run pass plays, you
have to practice how to-do team in the game. If you never do them in practice,
you can’t just put it into the game.... I observe.... And you have to be
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sensitive.You see what works .... it’s like a flower unfolding. .... You always
try to understand. You’re always learning. And then you translate whatever
you’re learning by doing it. By executing it.
Sometimes the learning process can be slow. Said one participant, “Since we’ve never
done this, we kind of go very slowly. We go two inches forward, three inches back, sometimes
three and two. It’s getting there very slowly.”
Coming up with new ideas happens in a variety of ways. When asked how new ideas are
obtained, one participant answered:
By thinking. I read, and I think. I guess one of the things I’ve tried to do is
always relate all of my experiences to what I’m doing.... For example, because I
was heavily involved in Little League, it didn’t mean it didn’t have any relevance
whatever to what I was doing here. I try to make the mental connections of
baseball to the job.
Learning can also come from writing as one participant indicated:
Ideas tend to congeal best for me if I write them down. So I do a lot of word
processing at home.... Writing something down does a few things for me. First,
when I’m writing, I’m much more logical than when I’m talking because I’m
very influenced by people’s reactions to me. So in a way, writing something
down completes the entire thought without making it an interactive thing.
Another thing is that I’m always worried whether I’m stating things properly. If I
write something like this out, then I can revise it a few times, polish it up, so that
I’m sure I’m saying exactly what I really mean, and getting the point that I really
want to get across. And I also find that it’s also a much better way to get
information to people. It just seems to work for me.
Learning also comes from doing, from just experiencing and observing.

One participant

gave an illustration. When trying to obtain information about a competitor, one participant said:
I thought that if we could get a picture of the roofline of the plant, it would tell
us some idea about what kind of equipment they were using and we could draw
some conclusions from that. So I got a taxi --1 was all alone in Singapore — and
went out and started taking pictures of the plant. The guard saw me, hollered and
started chasing me. And I got to the taxi before he caught me and we took off.
For some, these approaches have been practiced so often they have become second
nature.

One participant said, “I guess I’ve never really thought that much about being creative.

Again it’s like not making a decision to be creative. It just comes. You just seem to know what

123

seems to be done.” Another said, “The creative part is that you can stand outside yourself and
analyze what it is, after the fact. But that doesn’t mean that you are conscious of it when it’s
going on.” Said another participant in describing the thought process followed in solving
problems:
The more I [practice this approach], the easier it gets so it becomes harder to
describe the more you do it. Because it becomes more natural. It’s like trying to
ask me how am I walking. I don’t know. I just say to some place in my brain,
walk and I get up and walk. If I had to think about the process, it would be very
hard to describe.
Intuition, Dreaming, and Meditation
Of course there are other non-cognitive ways of problem solving and learning, including
tapping into the sub-conscious and unconscious. This process is perceived to occur via the use of
intuition or gut feelings and through the use of dreams and/or passive thinking.
There were several different perspectives on intuition, whether it was innate or learned.
When asked where intuition came from, one participant replied that it was learned in the home
environment:
I’ve often thought that that was why I was good in business because I could sit
with someone and they didn’t have to tell me what they were thinking. I almost
knew what they were thinking, In our large family, you didn’t always
communicate with words. So I can read people very well.... This intuition comes
from experience and usage.
Said another participant:
I’ve been fascinated with how people learn.... I’ve come to an understanding of
learning explosions, immersing yourself in reading and learning and let your sub¬
conscious organize it all. You’re not conscious of what the sub-conscious is
doing until one moment in time when the ideas within the subconscious are
trying to find a way to break through to the consciousness. Now some people
have open channels. Some people don’t. The more creative people have open
channels and they work at it. It’s like incubation.
Others take a different view. “I think that my ability to read people, that intuitiveness is
innate.” On the other hand, one participant took a more logical approach:
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I read people through conversations. The first conversation and then building on
that. You’d also ask around about that person, trying to get information. I think
you can get an awful lot about the way the words are said, not necessarily the
words themselves. Then if you hear a non sequitur, then you really follow it up
because you want to figure out why. Or you see a non-sequitur... if he says one
thing, and gives you some figures and they say something else. I would tend to
think intuition has a very large sense of logic.
Another said:
There is something in there on intuition, that I can’t put a handle on it. I’m not
sure it can be taught. I see it in a lot of people as well as in myself. You know
that certain people have a good head for deciding particular issues. They just
seem to be able to interpret all the data and make good decisions, whereas other
people, with the same data input, they don’t quite see it the same way and can’t
figure out the particular issue. It may not be the same subjects or data areas.
The engineering people have different intuition than do the sales people. Sales
people are very good at judging people.... They immediately get vibes.... The
logical engineering types don’t quite pick up on that because they don’t have that
same intuition. Yet, on a scientific project or something, they have an intuition
that the salespeople would never figure out. Even with the same training. You
need data to make decisions, you can’t underestimate the importance of data, but
there’s certain decisions you make that don’t have data. I think that’s intuition.
No matter whether it is learned or is innate, many use intuition in decision making. One
talked about taking gut checks:
I wander around doing ‘gut checks.’ I go around and ask silly questions and see
what kind of answers I get. If somebody gives me an answer that doesn’t make
sense, based on something else that I’ve heard, then I try to find out why it
doesn’t make sense.
Said another participant:
A lot of my decisions are gut kind, are intuition. I never go against my gut.
Never. The few times that I ever have, it's always been a disaster. I have great
powers of intuition.... And I'm usually right. I mean I can't just go on it, of
course I gather the facts. I weigh everything and then if it's not an easy decision
to make. I'll go with my gut.... I usually have tangible feelings, tangible anxiety
... or good feelings about a certain thing. Or a person. In this business, where
you put your destiny in so many people's hands with not a lot to go on, intuition
is a major part of this business.
One participant described the process of deciding to buy a business:
It was a major, major risk, but... the feeling that I had at the time was a real
weird feeling. It was an uncanny, strong feeling that I was looking at an
opportunity and that I should go for it, that I should take the risk, that another
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opportunity like this wasn’t probably going to come up in my lifetime. It was as
if it was staring me in the face and I had to do something about it. It wasn’t a
fleeting thought. The feeling was just strong, it’s an understatement to say it was
a strong feeling.... Since then I have found that just about any time my gut has
told me to do something, it’s been the right decision. And so much so, I trust it
more and more.... even on little issues.
Another confirmed this:
I can read people pretty well. And I think that’s something that one just develops
from experience and being aware of body language and tone. I believe a lot in
my intuition. I have to work hard not to be sanctimonious about it. But, I’m
usually right. To me intuition’s something that your subconscious pushes up and
it becomes a thought in your head. I have to make decisions about people every
day in this business. Everyone who works in business has to, because you have
to make decisions. If you make those judgments, based on many more things
than I can ever explain, that go into your makeup, but that thought process in
your head.... I’m thinking about what I’m saying to you now, but thoughts pop
into my head that I don’t put there. When I get that feeling that pushes up to my
head, I sometimes get up in the middle of the night, write a note or I’ll be driving
down the road, I’ll call my voice mail to put a message on my machine because
I’m afraid I’ll forget it. I believe in it. It happens so often.
Some participants talked about a process of tapping into the intuition via incubation.
Said one participant:
Before I go into an actual execution phase, I go through what I call my mental
phase. I work very well under pressure. If I have something to do, like a speech,
what I will often do is not sit down and write it until literally the eleventh hour.
But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been thinking about it, about the approach,
thinking things in my head. I internalize it, I digest it, and then I just sit down
and ... I just produce it. Then you’ll see me do it very quickly. But you won’t
have seen is my brain cells working, whether I’m laying in bed at night just
thinking about things, or whether it’s while I’m watching my soap operas and
tuning out.
Another talked about a similar process:
But when I have a problem, or when I have a deadline and I don t know exactly
what I’m going to do, I no longer dwell on it or churn on it. It just comes to me.
I know it will come to me. I used to get paranoid about meeting deadlines. Now
I don’t even think about it. I know when the deadline is, and somehow my body
just starts doing it and it gets it done. So I take a lot of stress off myself.
In addition to tapping into the unconscious through intuition, others found sleep time

helpful in solving problems. Said one participant: “I’m always thinking. Sometimes its

126

passive.

Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and boom [and there’s the answer].”

Others agreed. Said another participant:
Often as I go to sleep at night, I’m rehearsing in my own mind how some
situation ought to play out. I do believe that for reasons you don't understand,
you can make leaps of understanding while you're sleeping.... There are
intuitive pathways in the brain that lead to conclusions that don't have to be
understood in the logical sense.
Others echoed this strategy:
I will go to bed, or go to sleep with a challenge to myself. Or sometimes my
spouse will say, “why don’t you just think about something for me while you’re
asleep, because your brain works at night and when you wake up, you have the
answers.” So I’ll do that. If I have a knotty or a difficult problem, I will literally
sleep on it.
Some use the time before going to sleep for mulling things over. “When you go to bed
sometimes there’s a period called sleep latency, between when you go to bed and when you fall
asleep. Sometimes for me it can be hours, thinking over things.” Another had a similar
approach:
I’m a night stalker.... The way I find my mental space is often in the middle of
the night, especially if I have had no time during the day.... Every so often my
spouse will get up and find me in the other end of the house and I’m reading a
book, or watching a movie. This is my space, this is my time. That’s when I
kind of renew my juices, or think about things,... mull them over, wrestle them
through. Probably a couple of times a week, I’m likely to stay up until 2 or 3 in
the morning, just mulling stuff over. That’s my time for thinking.
Other approaches to processing information include relaxation, meditation, vacations and
other forms of “downtime.” According to one participant, there is a real danger of
getting tired out, burned out. That’s critical to creativity. You really need a fresh
outlook.... As we get more successful and make more money, the challenge is to
find and maintain the balance. To not allow the process [of gaining success] to
ruin creativity.
According to one participant:
there is a saying by Leonardo daVinci that we should really get away from where
you are, because to remain constantly at work makes you not see things clearly.
And I recognize that in myself. There are certain things that I like to do that give
me down time. Those range from gardening to having my granddaughter come
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spend the summer with us. Traveling, tennis, fishing, bicycle riding.
understand the importance of downtime.

I

Another participant has another approach for staying focused:
If I don’t stay focused, it hinders [my creativity].... I need to build a wall around
what it is I’m trying to do. Otherwise I’ll be scatter brained all over the lot. It’s
staying focused and then it’s also periodically stepping back and trying to get the
big view.... If I’m energized, I can be creative. If I’m not, I can’t. So my way of
energizing and rebuilding those inner stores, I don’t mean sleeping energy,.... is
to turn off my brain cells and to do nothing. I do that through watching soap
operas at night. I find that when I have that dead brain cell time, I get my juices
renewed and my inner energy levels back up. It kind of clears the cobwebs out
of my brain and gets rid of the clutter. Then I find I can be creative [again].
Another participant has accomplished this insulation with a new office:
When I had an office downstairs in the middle of things, I found it impossible to
think about where we were going as a company, and what I was trying to do. I
was sensitive to the fact that somebody could walk by my door, see me staring
out the window. I don’t know that people appreciate that sometimes you have to
do that. [Because of this concern] I wasn’t thinking about some of the stuff that I
need to think more about. So, [I put the office up here] in order to somewhat
removed from the business. I do walk out a lot to see what’s going on and
people come in all the time. [But now I have a place to think].
There were other strategies for such downtime and space. One participant finds listening
to music helpful. “I listen to music all the time, more as a refuge, than a thinking place. It is a
mood altering experience which I really like... It doesn’t give me inspiration for ideas. It’s just to
sort of relax, clear my mind so that I can think.” Another swims to get the same effect.
“Swimming is like a major tranquilizer. When I swim with my snorkel on, I am off somewhere...
I'm like free-floating through space. I'm usually not thinking about business-related things.

Or

not even thinking at all, just enjoying the feeling of the water.” Another finds water relaxing as
well, but on top of it. “We have a sailboat. And that’s a big thing. It’s a completely different
life. You’re just sort of hanging out there in your shorts and T-shirt. It’s sunny and nice and
nobody can get at you, because your floating around in the water.”
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Another strategy is to build in extra time for fun. Says one participant:
We don't build in fun time because we are all triple type A's and we're running
around doing this and doing that. Then suddenly we just wear down. It took me
many years to realize that we don’t build in time for having fun. I build in
everything else. In the last eight years, I have learned to build in extra time for
fun.
Hobbies also help.

One participant writes poetry, another is an artist with water colors,

and a third does photography. Hobbies to one of these participants have both pluses and minuses.
The hobby doesn’t help with relaxation, because
it’s very tense. That’s a really highly creative process, it’s not a very laid back
thing. However, it does give me balance. I know I have this entire other life
and it gives me a tremendous balance, psychologically and emotionally, to know
I have this entire other life out there. It also allows me to be more open to
different people. I think the fact that I believe inside, that I am a highly creative
person, helps me with that.
Sources of input and support
Through all these processing and renewal strategies, where does the data come from?
There are a variety of sources of data for these participants, from reading, travel, conferences,
listening, observing and generally interacting with people.
Most of the participants talked about the inundation of reading material from which they
have to select and, of course, the lack of time to get through it all. As one participant put it, “you
get tons of stuff in the mail, which you either read or not read.” Besides reading two or three
newspapers and a whole host of magazines, one participant takes advantage of “all the
condensations of important ideas that appeared in Atlantic Monthly, Harpers, and New York
Review of Books.” Industry periodicals and “just a blizzard of newsletters” challenge more than
one participant to just keep up with the reading. Some admitted not having time to read all that
they want or need to read.

One participant talked about “trying to scan just faster and faster and

throw stuff away quicker.” Another commented:
I do a lot of reading at night of what’s going on in the industry. Like anything
else, staying involved, paying attention to what’s going on, listening, politics,
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what legislation, what are other companies doing. As I said, you don’t have to
really have original ideas but you’ve got to pay attention to what’s going on in
the industry.
Other strategies for getting input include listening to the news. Said one participant, “I
love the news. I try to listen to the news either on the radio or on TV for a half hour every day. I
listen in the car. I switch back and forth, just to get diverse opinions and viewpoints.” Another
strategy suggested by another participant was “to go to different events around town or at the
university. I belong to a lot of different organizations, like one involved in quality processes and
that type of thing in organizations. So I get some input from them.” Finally involvement with
industry associations provides more ideas.

Said one participant:

I go to three or four conferences a year. I think the act of removing yourself from
an environment that you’re in all the time opens you up to being much more
receptive to whatever these thoughts are that pop into your head. And I come
back with great ideas and I feel refreshed.
Then there’s continually networking and just plain observing and listening.

Several

participants commented along this line:
I get a lot of my ideas because I listen.... and then I seek out and solicit input in
the process. Most of the ideas come out of this organization. I get ideas from
sources all over the place. A good chunk comes from within me, another good
chunk of it comes from just observations, watching how other people do it, a
piece of it comes from learning. I go to events where someone is talking about
best practices. I go and soak it up like a sponge, then somewhere down the
line I’ll see an application where I can use it. So I have this repository of junk
that I keep stuffing in my brain. I need to drill a hole in it and let it come out.
Interaction with employees, peers and customers is a major source of ideas for these top
executives. This ranges from the informal, just walking around to the more formal committee
type structures. One participant indicated, “I often get many of my ideas from having breakfast
and lunch as well as getting coffee in the cafeteria. I often learn more at coffee breaks than any
other time.” This is the same kind of walking around, taking ‘gut checks that another participant
referred to earlier. Or sitting down and talking with employees.

Before I leave, I usually go

back and talk about the day, talk about who came in. What problems they had, what positive
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things happened.” In addition to talking with employees, one participant gets out and works with
them. “I make a definite point of regularly, although not often, being on the job and working
with them and getting dirty with them, and letting them know once in a while. I’m not asking
them to do anything that I wouldn’t do myself or have done myself.”
Some use a more formal approach in terms of permanent to temporary structures. One
participant has a strategic planning committee with a “cross section of members from human
resources, investments, an office manager, marketing.... I honestly think, any one of them in that
group feels that they could tell me when they think I’m wrong. They give me a lot of feedback.”
In one company, the goal of reducing expenses was achieved by assembling “30 or 40 of the
senior officers, divided into 3 task forces.... and having computer people and secretaries on the
same committee, to foster communication and knowledge.”
Others get their ideas from employee meetings and the increasing use of electronic mail.
Another uses an advisory board of outside community leaders. “I use them on a one-on-one
basis, when I have questions. I pick areas of expertise that I need, such as marketing, financial,
or investment banking.” Another added new members to the company’s Board of Directors to
get fresh perspectives.
More formal approaches to getting information and ideas also include belonging to
organizations of peers. Several belong to organizations of presidents which provide speakers and
smaller group meetings, where “we’re talking kind of one-on-one about our businesses, what
challenges we face, and what we’re trying to do.”
One participant indicated, “I travel a lot and I use that as a source of ideas. You become
creative when you see your clients. You do not become creative sitting behind this desk.... What
helps me be creative is going out to talk with people outside of this area, to get some ideas.
External sources of input also include friends and outside consultants. Some participants
have a wide network of friends to talk to. “I have friends throughout the country that I talk to,
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that we compare where we think things are going.” Another “goes out times a year with some
friends from around the country, and we ski and play golf.

We don’t compete, but we’re really

good friends....We listen to each other’s situations and we ask questions. So it’s the synergy of
listening and talking. Where is my company going? How many more years do I want to work?
What do I want to do with my life? You think about that once in a while.”
While several talked about friends who have similar backgrounds to them, others have a
wide variety of different people to bounce ideas off.

One lives in an area in a large metropolitan

city, that’s “a center for creativity, so the kind of people that you have dinner with or hang out
with... are totally different from what you’d find at work.”
Others get ideas and advice from trusted business advisors, bankers, lawyers. Said one
participant:
My advisors, my close advisors, people that I’m very comfortable with that go
way back in my career, are the people I’ll talk to about real confidential, or real
major stuff. If I have something on my mind, I usually call them up and talk to
them about it, get their thoughts on it.
Finally, of course, there is the use of consultants as a source of ideas, as well as for
support and advice. Many talked about the use of consultants for strategic thinking, for being an
ear to the ground, or as a source for new ways of doing things. “We always tried to bring in
consultants who were good and would give us ideas on how to do things differently.” One
participant echoed others in using consultants who are often “invaluable in helping me think
through who should get what position, how you deal with people.... which is really the area where
you don’t have anybody to talk to.” Another participant indicated:
For the big strategic ideas I get, I rely on consultants, who stimulate my thinking.
I get away, we have what’s called reflection days with a consulting firm. We will
work on a problem that I have, that I’ve identified and they’ll help me think that
problem through. My strategy, what I need to do with communication aspects.
That’s about every six weeks and that helps.
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Thus ideas can come in from just anywhere. One participant indicated that ideas just
come. “I get them out of my right brain. They get stimulated. An idea that gets input through my
eyes and ears, bounces around against something in there and out comes something else. And
people inspire me, I inspire them.” Of course, what’s really involved is bringing the whole self
to the table, and it therefore can be a complex question on how creative ideas are obtained. One
participant, while acknowledging the use of outside sources, indicated that when coming up with
a new business plan,
I gathered a lot of information. I needed to look at the business through my own
eyes as well as through someone else's. So I brought my own experience to it. I
reached out to other areas for ideas and brought in a variety of people,
consultants. And I just kept learning.
Having a wide variety of input sources for ideas and coming up with lots of new ideas
can be a challenge. One executive talked about the problem of capturing the ideas: “I have three
dictaphones, one in my car, one in my office, and one in my bedroom so that I never forget
anything.” The modern technological approaches to communications (e.g., voice mail, portable
telephones, and portable computers) allow many of the participants to stay in touch.
The other challenge comes from staying focused:
The problem is when I come back, I really make good decisions and then I kind
of get sucked into the vortex — the vortex of mind-boggling decisions and it’s
hard to stay objective. I come back very focused and then before you know it,
I’ve got to go away again.
Time Management Strategies
Other means of dealing with the challenges of time and the isolation of the job include
setting priorities and relying on support networks. According to one participant:
You need to organize your day, which is often really chaotic. You have limited
time, so you need to decide where you’re going to spend your time from moment
to moment.You basically set an agenda of those two, three or four issues, or
challenges, that you want to deal with. If a situation advances the cause, you do
it. If it doesn’t, you defer it or delegate it.
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Many participants talked about being ‘multiprocessors,’ and indicated they could handle
many issues at once. One participant credits the ability to juggle as a secret to success: “This
business calls for you... to do 100 things at once and you have to be a juggler because you are
dealing with so many different things.”
Other strategies for staying creative include prioritization and reaching out to others.
Said one:
I've had to prioritize. The phone is always ringing and there's always meetings.
There's always something has to be addressed. I try to have a little quiet time
from 4 to 5 and plan. Go over the next day and read. If I know I am going to be
out four nights in a row, I plan to take it easy a couple mornings. I no longer
drive myself with such ferocity. There’s an energy rush to building a business, to
be hands on, to make it happen. But you have to strike a balance, to prioritize
emotional needs and business or corporate needs. Or else you lose it.
Another talked about setting time boundaries on the use of the telephone and voice mail.
This same participant indicated:
Another thing that I think helps creativity is letting go. Time management
becomes important. Risking that stuff will fall through the cracks and won’t
crash, is very important.... I find that if I don’t do that, I won’t have anytime
whatsoever.... Somehow it becomes needing the hours and then forcing yourself
to just make the time. If I have to, I will force myself. Cancel a meeting that I
didn’t need to be at. Or I’ll sit in my car for an hour. It’s really all about
thinking time.
Many cite that having a partner to add to the range of needed skills is vital. One
participant recognized that a partner could compensate for personal weaknesses. Having a
partner “really freed me up to do what I can do best, which is sell. I mean I do nothing sitting
down at the desk here.” Explained another:
I knew I couldn't go into business with someone like me... because we would just
have a circus and sit around talking about all the brilliant things we were going to
do all day. I had known my partner personally for several years. We played
tennis together. I was the one in the back court serving the ball, smashing it
down the line. And she was the one at the net putting the ball away. That is just
a perfect analogy of how we are in business.
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Others also recognized the need for a partner to complement each other and
actually help them be more creative:
My partner is fantastic. I really don’t feel as if I have a huge ego, but I’m very
forceful person, and my partner isn’t. And if he were. I’m sure we’d have a
problem. So, we’re really good for each other. We really work well together.
He’s willing to do anything that needs to be done that I don’t have time to do.
And that really makes the thing work.
Reaching out to others, admitting lack of full knowledge, can also happen with direct
reports. It takes a lot to ask for support, but more than one participant has done it. One described
an incident during a meeting: “I said something which I have always believed, but I had actually
never said, ‘I really need your help if we’re going to succeed. And I need you to help each other.’
That was kind of a cathartic moment for me.”
Along with management styles, such as delegating, discussed above, hiring good people
can also help, as many participants indicated. When asked what would increase creativity levels,
one participant responded:
Hiring good people. I have discovered over the last two years, that when you
have really good people, you feed off each other. Everybody has a different
style, everybody looks at things differently. You need that stimulation from
smart people who can listen, can hear what’s going on.
For support many have a wide network of personal friends, not only for ideas but also for
support. One participant indicated, “I have a wide group of friends, a potpourri. I’ve been
blessed with just an incredible array of friends both male and female. I have some terrific friends,
some who aren’t like me, some who are.” Another indicated also feeling blessed with a wide
network of support:
I would say my principal support in life and my best friend is my spouse. But,
there are a very large number of people who, I believe at least, have a routing
interest in my prosperity and well-being, for whatever reason. They want me to
win. So there are a lot of people I can turn to for help or guidance on specific
things or who have expertise and knowledge and are available. They tend to
have different perspectives on things, because they have a wildly different
profile. I feel, in that sense, almost blessed.
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Another saw practice with creativity as a boost for time issues:
I firmly believe that when all is said and done, the creative approach will get you
the speed. Sometimes you’ve just got to get a little breathing space to be able to
get to that front window and then the momentum picks up.
Personal development and education
The job of CEO or president of a company is not an easy job. It can be lonely and
extremely demanding. Many strategies for dealing with the challenges and increasing the
resources that personal creativity can bring, have been discussed above. In terms of formal
development or education, many participants indicated that there was no time for personal
development or the right opportunities. “I spend very little right now on personal development, I
have done a lot of things... but, I just wasn’t getting a lot out of it for myself and it’s expensive
and quite a time commitment.” Another responded to the question of self-development this way,
“I can almost give you a short answer to it, nothing. And I mean that pretty sincerely and when I
think about the answer, I’m a little bit troubled by it, but I’m not doing anything.”
Of course, many find their involvement in peer group organizations and attendance at
industry conferences, reading and observing all very educational. And learning on the job occurs
constantly. For one, “if you perceive your skills as being interpersonal in nature, spending a lot
of time working on them with people is like practice.” Another participant indicated, “In a sense,
except for the last job I had, I never worked for anybody either who was in a position to or tried
to teach me anything. I basically learned everything on my own.” This perspective was echoed
by another participant:
Over time I do a deal that maybe is a little bit bigger or a little bit different, and I
broaden my perspective. Some people will take huge leaps, they just see it.
Some people do it incrementally. Some people never do it. They just stay at a
certain level and feel comfortable there and don’t want to get out of that level. In
that sense, so long as ... I don’t just take a cookie cutter approach to them, I m
learning all the time. Somebody will say, “why did you do that, why did you do
this?” I think, “why didn’t I do that. Maybe I should modify this ... maybe I
should consider that.” I’m always on the lookout for getting involved in
something that is new and different. And once I get involved in it, I usually have
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to figure out what it is and how it works and all that kind of stuff. And so in the
end I sort of educate myself.
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CHAPTER V
DATA ANALYSIS
This study was intended to uncover information regarding factors influencing creativity
levels in top executives. From the interviews with the sixteen top executives, much valuable
information was indeed obtained to provide insight and understanding into the factors. Certain
themes did emerge and they are described below. These themes serve as a framework for
summarizing the data; they address the initial guiding propositions and lay the groundwork for
additional research. They also help address the question raised by Hambrick et al.(l993) as to
why some top executives are capable of dealing creatively with the challenges they face and why
others stick to the status quo. Finally these emergent themes begin to outline some specific
programs for the requisite renewal and education of these top executives. After the description of
the themes that emerged in this chapter, conclusions, implications and directions for further
research are discussed in Chapter VI.
Emergent Theme #1 — It Isn’t Really Press that Matters
Three initial propositions, which were developed as a result of the literature review, were
used to guide the study and were intended to also help in defining the issues of differences in top
executives’ creativity levels. To provide structure to such a broad topic for investigation, the
focus for the study was on the role that external factors in the environment surrounding the top
executive play in determining personal creativity levels. Factors defined by the literature review
included the external environment (particularly its turbulence), organizational strategy, structure
and culture, the job itself and the degree of managerial discretion, as well as the level of pressure
from external motivating factors, such as critical organizational survival, incentives, competition
or Board demands.
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Many of these factors were indeed cited by the participants as having an impact on
creativity levels. It must be noted that certain issues, for example those involving the
heterogeneity of the top management team, the breadth of responsibilities and the degree of
discretion, as well as other factors mentioned in the literature review, were not commented on in
the interviews. This was to be expected given the breadth of the subject being pursued; such a
broad subject could not necessarily be fully addressed in sixteen interviews.
From the perceptions of the participants it would appear that press, or the external
environment surrounding the top executive, does indeed influence creativity levels. Many of the
factors noted by researchers as critical for creativity were cited by the participants. For example,
the formality and structure of the organization (loose boundaries and flexible structure with no
fences), communication and information flows, the alignment of strategy and culture with
innovation, size, life cycle, and peers and subordinates were all noted as contributing to levels of
creativity. Even at the top, especially in smaller companies, market forces and product challenges
were seen to have an impact on the executive’s creativity.
In addition, culture was cited as an influencing factor, particularly for the participants
who were presidents of organizational units, and not of the organizations themselves. As one
participant indicated, “The point I’m making is that you have to have the right kind of situation to
allow your creativity to flourish ... particularly when you can’t control your own resources.” It
appears, however, that for those at the top, culture was no longer an issue. Their job now was to
change it, if necessary. As one participant said, “We really had to turn the whole workforce
around, but that’s not a constraint on the managers, that’s a definition of what the manager’s job
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While important, external factors — from the environment, through the organizational
structure and culture, the job itself with its many facets -- were most often seen as both obstacles
and opportunities. As one participant indicated:
It all depends on where you stand and where you sit. It all depends on how you
view constraints or restraints. It all goes back to the game you’re playing....
Your job is to work within [the rules] to maximize your opportunities.
And another stated:
Sure there’s a limit to how much creativity you can apply [in this business]
because it’s so structured. But who you are and what you bring to the job
determines how much you’re going to be able to move. Some people may just
come in and say, this is the way it is, this is the way it’s always going to be, and
I’m not going to try to do anything new. I’m just going to keep working as I’m
inclined. Other people may look at it, and say, “well, let’s see if we can find a
better way to do it or a newer way or more efficient or more fun.”
Based on the interviews, it appears that press does not exert the same level of influence at
the top as the literature would indicate that it does for the organization as a whole. External
factors were recognized as playing a substantial role; thus the perceptions of the participants did,
in part at least, support initial Propositions 1 and 2. (Proposition 3 was not directly addressed in
the research.) However, the factors of press were not seen as critical barriers to creativity.
Instead, external factors were seen as setting boundaries and providing incentives, motivators, or
triggers to be creative. This is true particularly in the form of the turbulence of the environment,
or changes in the marketplace and the economy, which force the top executive to be more
creative and to use the skills associated with creativity at a constant pace. In addition, the
demands of the job itself, including the need to see the future, be “on the other side of the
organization,” deal with complexity and uncertainty, set and implement strategy, and question, all
require the top executive to use creativity skills.
Woodman et al. (1993) propose that:
The creative performance of individuals in a complex social setting is a function
of salient individual characteristics, social influences that enhance or constrain
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individual creativity (e.g., group norms), and contextual influences that enhance
or constrain individual creativity (e.g., organizational reward structure), (p. 310)
Perhaps the relative contribution or weight of each of the factors needs to be revisited
depending upon the managerial level of the individual in an organization. This is true, because as
one participant put it:
[At the top you] have more control over the vision, more control over direction
and more control of the resources, so that you have the capability not only of
being creative and shaping a vision, but you’ve got the power to command the
resources to execute it. And that in turn allows you to move forward, and renew
and continue the drive and the creative execution of whatever this is.
In the case of the top executives interviewed, it would appear that at the top level of the
organization “salient individual characteristics” carry more weight than do the other factors.
Again and again the participants were heard to say, “I’m my biggest obstacle.” Factors that were
cited as more critical barriers or obstacles generally fell into the personal category and included
belief systems, time management, self awareness, openness, willingness to reach out to others,
and energy levels. This theme is similar to the conclusion reached by Smircich and Stubbart
(1985) regarding strategic managers: “[Strategic managers] must look first to themselves and
their actions and inactions, and not to ‘the environment’ for explanations of their situations”
(p. 729). Brouwer (1964) also highlights the importance of the direct relationship between job
effectiveness and a manager's ability to understand personal filters, conflicts in self-concept and
self-expectations, and the ability to change and grow.
The comments from the participants on the factors influencing their creativity were more
self-oriented and more openly forthright in this area than expected.

Responses pointing to the

person side of the creativity equation had a tone and intensity of feeling that was somewhat
surprising. Thus, the first theme emerging from the interview data is that personal issues play a
more significant role than do external factors in explaining the differences in top executives
creativity levels.

141

Emergent Theme #2 — I Don’t Really Understand Creativity
Another possible explanation for the differences in individual creativity levels comes
from inconsistent and insufficient understanding of what creativity is all about. Many of the
assumptions concerning creativity noted in Chapter I were confirmed. Creativity is seen as a
complex phenomenon, which includes different approaches and responses. It does include the
activities of idea conception all the way through to implementation. Everyone is creative in
individual ways and expresses creativity in different forms. There are different degrees and
levels on the creativity continuum. While these assumptions were confirmed in part or in whole
by individual participants, a consistent definition was not heard in the interviews. This is not
necessarily surprising given the complexity of the subject being addressed.
Taking the participants as a collective, however, the definition by Shallcross (1995),
provided in the Preface, would appear to be validated:
Creativity is the expression of an individual’s unique self. It manifests itself
differently in each individual according to the person’s orientation, environment,
interest, skill or talent. For some, it is novel associations of ideas that are useful.
For others, it is the major means by which they liberate themselves from the
ordinary. For all, creativity emanates from the core of who one is, allowing the
enlargement of their universe and enabling the deepening of inward experiences.
Certain other comments and descriptions help to expand upon this definition.
Creativity is Idiosyncratic
In general, the more commonly heard definitions for creativity centered around doing
things differently and “taking new ideas in new ways and manipulating them to fit your needs.
Creativity in business also included the concept of product or implementation, not just a talent or
coming up with new ideas.
Creativity was perceived by the participants as relative, contextual, and having degrees or
levels. There are different ways it can be manifested and the need for the different displays, as
several participants pointed out, varies with timing, the economic situation, the resources
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available, and the needs of the business. Therefore, it appears that creativity at the top cannot be
prescribed.

As Gardner (1993a) states, “The single variety of creativity is a myth” (p. 7). What

one participant said about leadership is also true of creativity: “[It] is idiosyncratic. You can't
come up with [a formula]. It depends on the organization and the time and the place.” Because
of this contextual approach to creativity, it is clear that the sixteen participants were not and
should not be interchangeable. Thus, it is difficult to measure or classify or talk about degrees of
creativity, since different styles, skillsets and strategies can work depending upon so many
different factors.
Creativity is Constant Improvement and It’s Collaborative
Beyond the concept of creativity as idiosyncratic, creativity was perceived to embrace
constant improvement and collaboration. Ford (1995) proposes a description of creativity that
recognizes the importance of an implementation focus, sustained efforts, the ability to
communicate, and the contribution of a collective of talented people working together. The data
from the present study in many ways validates those themes. Creativity was seen by several as a
collaborative effort through recognition by many of the participants of the concept of “five brains
[are] better than one.” It was seen as a useful technique for continuous improvement and
learning. As one participant said, “The creative person is a person who has a desire to improve
things.” And it was seen as certainly requiring hard work and courage.
Creativity is Fulfilling Personal Destiny, It’s Self-actualizing
Clearly creativity as described by the participants is appreciated for the value it brings to
the business world today. It was also seen as bringing value through sheer enjoyment, selffulfillment and learning. For many, creativity, exhibited via the creation of a new business or
product, was very satisfying. One participant acknowledged the satisfaction that occurs. When
I’m trying to be creative, I am trying to be the best that I can be, and to be able to say that I did
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the best with what... I had as capabilities.” Another commented, “We all get a great deal of
satisfaction out of creativity because it opens up new vistas. And probably when I’m not feeling
the best about myself, is when I’m not being creative.” The learning aspect of creativity was also
commented on by several participants, as was the sheer fun that comes from being creative.
Tensions, Paradoxes and Other Dangerous Things
In addition to recognizing the above described characteristics of creativity in business,
the study brought out several paradoxes and ambiguities associated with creativity:
1. The importance of staying close to detail, staying closely involved, getting input from
customers and from employees, to know what’s going on was emphasized by many. At the same
time, creativity requires seeing the big picture, which means avoiding getting buried or sucked in
to all the details. Thus, knowing the business well enough to be able to tap into intuition, having
the necessary relevant skills, must be balanced against the ability to step back or helicopter up to
see the big picture, vision or future.
2. Another tension exists between having high standards and needing to get the work out
the door. As many participants noted, creativity is not just coming up with the idea. It’s also
taking the idea all the way through to implementation. Therefore, the creative top executive has
to determine when to stop idea generation and move on to the next steps toward implementation.
3. The development of creativity in oneself must be balanced against the recognition of
the benefits of collaboration in creative endeavors. The top executive needs to know when
personal creativity must be accessed and when the issue should be delegated to others to exercise
and test group creativity.
4. Creativity implies being different, seeing things differently, being an out of the box
thinker,” and at the same time, leadership implies some level of acceptance at least by
subordinates and peers. A balance must be maintained between recognition of the critical
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importance of listening to and taking in others and the need to let those feelings not get in the way
of creative solutions.
5. It is clear from the interviews that planning ahead, seeing the future, having focus,
direction, goals and structure are vital to creative endeavors. Yet, staying open to opportunity is
just as critical. Structure and hard work are needed, as many of the participants pointed out.
Focus is needed so that creative efforts aren’t wasted, and so that opportunities and hard work can
meet. Yet an openness to input, to new ways of doing things is critical as well. Thus to avoid
letting creativity become self-destructive or get out of hand, the right mix in a business between
openness and discipline is required. As one participant said:
I prefer exploring outside the box, and that’s also a danger as well as a positive
thing. If you explore outside the box, you tend to be spending a lot of your time
doing things that may not have any relationship to how you manage the ongoing,
standard, every day job. And you have to focus on that, you have to have the
people who are doing the everyday.
6. Another paradox that was noted by the participants concerns time. The need for more
time to be creative was mentioned by many of the participants. Yet the importance of deadlines
was cited by at least one participant. This issue is echoed by Gersick (1995) and MacLachlan
(1995) in an emphasis on the role that schedules have in energizing, inspiring and spurring efforts
on.
7. The paradox of a large company that “doesn’t give you the freedom to do what you
want to do and a small company, where you’re struggling to get funding and finding the time
was also noted by more than one participant. Finding the right balance of resources and an
entrepreneurial environment is key.
8. Another paradox has to do with the fact that for all the value creativity brings to the
table, it isn’t easy. It’s hard, and it can take time and effort. It doesn t come always naturally.
And it can be physically, mentally exhausting. In commenting on a creative hobby, one
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participant referred to it as “very tense. That’s a really highly creative process, it’s not a very laid
back thing.” And as another participant indicated, it’s easy to come up with ideas. The hard part
is implementing them. Staw (1990) argues that, “Creativity is largely the product of sweaty trial
and error,... people must work long and hard to generate multiple solutions to difficult
problems.... Only by persevering and using a diverse set of alternatives will creative solutions
likely be found” (p. 288). The benefit then of creativity needs to be balanced against the effort
involved.
9. The final paradox concerning creativity is that it’s not everything. It doesn’t always
guarantee success and it’s not always right for the situation. As one participant noted, the prior
CEO was “probably the most innovative, best strategic thinker I have ever met. Also one of the
least articulate. His decision-making and his communications were very abrupt.” Another
participant cited a couple of examples of very creative individuals with great ideas, radically new
ways of doing things, who failed, “just went out of business.” Finally, another participant
brought out the issues of limitations to creativity:
There’s a time and a place for it. If I’m in the middle of the war, and I have to
take a troop up the hill, and minutes count.... I don’t have time to be creative...
it’s called ‘just go with what you know and take the hill.’ If I have time to plan
overnight what the strategy is going to be, that’s a different story. So some of it
is knowing when it’s appropriate and when it’s not. There are times when you
shouldn’t try to sit back and find a new way to do it.
In many of the above paradoxes, it becomes clear that creativity really requires the
functioning of the whole brain. Lundberg (1995) points out we need to start thinking about
creativity as both a right and a left brain activity — using both the intuitive and holistic right brain
and the verbal, rational, linear, and logical left brain. Gioia (1995) believes “that creativity in the
specific context of organizations also is often decidedly not nonlinear.... Creativity occurs in an
often purposeful, sometimes even sequential, goal-oriented fashion” (p. 321). Hart and Quinn
(1993) assert that the complexity of the roles required at the top demand different and diverse
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skills: task master, analyzer, vision setter, and motivator. “The capacity to balance competing
demands and play all four roles at a high level suggests lengthy experience, hard work, and the
development of knowledge and relationships over a long period” (p. 569). Hurst et al. (1989)
make a strong case for the need to utilize the “full range of human potential, to embrace thinkers,
sensors, intuitives and feelers to generate and infuse unconventional insights and new ideas”
(p. 103).
The Confusion: Does It Matter?
Creativity is clearly a complex subject. There is much to comprehend about it. The full
spectrum of styles and activities involved and the ambiguity of the paradoxes associated with it
are not necessarily fully appreciated or understood. Among the participants, not only was there a
wide range of levels of understanding of creativity, but also a wide variety of the ways the
participants displayed creativity. Yet there were some commonality. All of the participants have
displayed creativity in one way or another, since they had all built something, a business or a
business line, whether from scratch or through growth or through taking it in new directions.
Many had introduced new products, organizational designs, or approaches. They had all used
their skills mostly within their own organization, so that their creativity had been displayed
primarily within the confines of that organization, but some were having a wider impact in that
their approaches were new or original within the industry or the community, at least at the local
or regional level.
Most had also displayed several of the characteristics of creative individuals: open to and
capable of new and different approaches; willing to take risks; alert to opportunity; driven to find
pattern and meaning, curious, free to question; having high energy, tapping into intuition;
internally or intrinsically motivated; self actualizing and self-accepting; persistent; having the
right talent, expertise and knowledge; and not afraid to deviate from the status quo. While the
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participants did not meet all of these descriptors, they were certainly more like that profile than
not. And the very nature of their jobs required this type of an individual for success!
Yet, the recognition by the participants of themselves as creative varied widely from
“Yes, I am creative” to “Well, maybe” or “I don’t know” to “No, I don’t see myself as creative.”
Much of this lack of recognition derived from a lack of understanding or confusion about
creativity and what creative people really are and do. Many displayed aspects and just didn’t use
the term creative. There is no doubt that defining creativity is a messy process. Does it matter
then if sufficient understanding of creativity and individual differences is lacking? Or if the word
creativity is not only constantly on the tip of everyone’s tongue?
It probably doesn’t, so long as the essence of creativity exists. As one participant said:
I don’t think we say, “well let’s sit around and decide how we’re going to be
creative.” I don’t think that word is a part of the traditional business language.
But the way we would articulate it, it’s what we do to differentiate this company
in a positive way from our competitors. That is creativity in a way.
People who are aware of and who use their creativity skills don’t necessarily need to
label them “creativity.” However, people for whom a full appreciation or understanding of
creativity is lacking face several challenges which can possibly be barriers to their creativity:
1. A full appreciation and understanding of creativity allow the recognition of when
creativity is occurring and then allow the ability to learn from the creative experience. The
practice of creativity, as many participants noted, leads to a series of successes and positive
learning experiences. Creativity almost becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. If an individual is not
willing to take risks because they don’t know that they have creative talents which can be relied
upon, then they don’t learn from the experience. And improvement doesn’t occur. It is possible
that an individual’s awareness and appreciation for their own creativity brings a higher
confidence level, which in turn leads to practice and successes, as well as “learning experiences.
These experiences in turn spawn more creativity. Or as one participant indicated, “maybe
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[people] don't think they can be creative. So much of what you are and what you do, is what you
think you're capable of.” And as another said, “You can almost be whatever it is you believe you
can be.”
2. If the full range of creativity is not understood and if one’s personal style or brand of
creative strengths are not appreciated, how do the missing pieces needed to be fully creative get
identified? How do teams get built that include the necessary perspectives and skills? How do
education and development and nurturing proceed? To get better, one needs to know what to get
better at.
3. If creativity is not fully understood and appreciated for its wide set of activities and
forms of display, how do subordinates and peers get nurtured? It may not be an issue if
individuals do not understand their own personal creativity so long as they still recognize it in
others. However, a lack of understanding of creativity can prevent full appreciation of the
diversity in other people and the value of such diversity and the creativity it can generate in a
company. As one participant put it: “There are people who, if they can’t be creative in their job,
therefore can’t stomach having creative people around who have that freedom to go play when
they don’t. So there’s a problem.” Stein (1982) argues that
Managers would do well to acquaint themselves not only with the decision¬
making process, but also with the nature of the creative process and the
psychological characteristics of individuals who are able to fulfill these
processes. Managers are quite knowledgeable about the inventory and
depreciation of their plant and major equipment, but they are often sorely lacking
in appreciation of the dynamics of the creative process, the role they play in it,
and their inventory of creative people, (p. 151)
Creativity is needed by the creative top executive. If full appreciation is blocking the
further development of creativity, then steps need to be taken to remove the obstacle. As one
participant stated:
It’s a really interesting process and when you stop and think about it, it really is a
catchall word. I’m not sure the definition that we started out with does adequate
justice to all of the facets of it. It permeates your life.... It’s not that I m thinking
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of the word everyday, but every day I’m thinking about what can I come up with
to make the company a better place to work, more profitable, bigger ... which will
therefore mean that I’m doing my job and I’m good at what I do and I’m really
doing something with my life. It’s all about my life. It’s not about the life of the
company. If I make the company successful, I have made me successful.
Emergent Theme #3 - The Top Executive as Artist?
Theme #2 proposes that a top executive needs to be fully aware of the creative talents in
themselves and others to ensure full utilization and proper nurturing of these talents. Another
possible explanation for differences, beyond awareness, is lack of appreciation for or belief in the
skills needed to be a creative top executive. In defining these skills, based on the interviews, it
appears to be useful to think of the creative top executive as an artist. While creativity is often
thought of more in the artistic sense (e.g., “I can’t sing, I can’t play a musical instrument, I can’t
paint and I think of those as being very creative type things) than in management, it is not
necessarily true that the sense of the artistic needs to be separated from concepts of management
and leadership.
Several participants referred to what they were doing as an art. That included the art of
selling, the art of administration as in knowing when the vineyard needed pruning, or the art of
managing a professional firm. One participant talked about “the art of building consensus, which
requires an unusual blend of skills.”
Several authors also liken the role of the top executive to art. Some authors view the
strategist's responsibility as "an imaginative one, a creative one, an art" (Smircich & Stubbart,
1985, p. 730).

Smircich and Stubbart (1985) also appeal to strategic managers to “begin to think

of themselves as playwrights more than as heroes, as creators rather than as coaligners ... and to
focus on “their unique roles as ... context-composers, not on their direct roles as decision makers
and commanders (p. 734).” According to Depree (1989), “Leadership is an art, something to be
learned over time, not simply by reading books. Leadership is more tribal than scientific, more a
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weaving of relationships than an amassing of information” (p. 3). Vaill (1989) uses the metaphor
of the performing arts to express “the dynamism, fluidity, extraordinary complexity, and
fundamental personalness of all organizational action” (p. xiv).
The artist at the top of an organization needs to be a juggler, needs to be a “quick change
artist” given the constantly changing roles, and needs to be able to improvise. Weick (1995)
compares the creative process to jazz. Jazz musicians are constantly improvising and dealing
with the “aesthetics of imperfection” (p. 188). Perhaps this concept also applies to the creative
top executive?
As one participant indicated, because of this participant’s management style, creativity is
more important than ever. When all the answers aren’t known, when relationships between and
among people are critical to success, creative approaches are needed more and more. This
participant appears to be an example of the direction leadership at the top is heading. As Burns
and Stalker (1961) pointed out many years ago, the omniscience of the chief executive is an outof-date concept. Vaill (1989) challenges the myth of control through a pyramidal chain of
command and the myth of a single person as manager. Trends in the workplace toward shared
responsibility, universal management, and ambiguous authority all threaten the view of the chief
executive in control from the top of the organization (Vaill, 1989). Autry (1991) believes that
the day of the single decision-maker is gone, if ever it existed. Even the
entrepreneurs who so pride themselves on being one-man bands realize at some
point that their businesses will be limited by their unwillingness to let other
imaginations and judgment get into the act. (p. 206-7)
Thus a new set of skills is required. Gardner (1993b) describes the areas where
creativity skills can be applied to include not only mathematical/logical and visual intelligences,
but also interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences. In the intrapersonal arena are included
the development of the internal aspects of a person. The core capacity at work
here is access to one’s own feeling life — one’s range of affects or emotions: the
capacity instantly to effect discriminations among these feelings and, eventually ,
to label them, to ... draw upon them as a means of understanding and guiding
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one’s behavior.... One finds this form of intelligence ... in the wise elder who
draws upon his own wealth of inner experiences in order to advise members of
his community, (p. 239)
Interpersonal skills on the other hand,
turns outward, to other individuals. The core capacity here is the ability to notice
and make distinctions among other individuals and, in particular, among their
moods, temperaments, motivations, and intentions.... In an advance form,
interpersonal knowledge permits a skilled adult to read the intentions and desires
— even when these have been hidden — of many individuals, and potentially, to
act upon this knowledge — for example, by influencing a group of disparate
individuals to behave along desired lines, (p. 239)
These personal skills in a creative top executive, as in the artists defined by Gardner
(1993a), are used to find and resolve problems to create new and different solutions. MacKinnon
(1987) supports this view in arguing that the creativeness of a leader or a top executive "centers
more in the realm of interpersonal and social relations than in the realm of ideas and theoretical
problems while obviously not ignoring the latter" (p. 121).
The top executive as an artist uses feelings, intuition, understands the need for flexibility,
and thinks and learns while doing. This artist has to sense, rather than analyze, read signals, use
the third eye, and fully recognize the role that feelings and emotion play in the business world.
This artist recognizes the need to start new conversations (Eccles, et al., 1992) and articulate
meaning. Yet as one participant put it, these new skillsets are not fully recognized:
I could make the argument that interpersonal are the most important skills you
can have, at least at this level. People don’t understand that yet. It’s really
amazing to me. Although they’re beginning to see that the ability to work with
people and have people understand, communication skills, making people feel
valued -- that’s a lot more important than understanding their actual business.
But I could make the argument that it’s a skillset where creativity can manifest
itself, but that’s not what people normally think about.
Ford (1995) echoes the above, in the following statement regarding the creative
individual in business:
The most important instrumental skills involve a person’s ability to communicate
.... Verbal fluency, an ability related to creativity in some studies, may be
particularly useful for creative action in social domains. Social networking and
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effective communication are critical to developing novel ideas and garnering
support and sponsorship as an idea moves forward to realization. Thus,
knowledge regarding ... communications skills ... can be seen as capabilities that
are perhaps uniquely important to organizational creativity, (p. 351)
Ford and Gioia (1995a) propose that “aside from divergent and convergent thinking
skills, communication-related skills (e.g., verbal fluency, writing skills, credibility, charisma)
should be sought after and developed” (p. 364). Awareness of the need for a new set of skills is a
starting point for the development of a top executive’s own program of education and growth.
Emergent Theme #4 — Strategies for Personal Development
Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) state that
the CEO’s own program of renewal and education, such as through sabbaticals,
retreats, executive institutes, and so on, may also influence his or her openmindedness. Ultimately, the CEO must retain a capacity for uneasiness,
skepticism about the status quo, and curiosity in order to surmount the very
human tendency to cling to formulas that have worked well in the past.
(pp. 738-9)
Given the identification of skills required in the top executive and the role creativity plays
in the job, more specific proposals can be offered for this program of renewal and education as a
result of this study. Many of these proposals come from the participants, as well as from the
reading. However, all require the recognition of the need to change. As one participant
indicated, “You’ve got to feel pain to make changes. It takes a huge amount of commitment.
[Sometimes, even in the case of a ‘near death’ experience,] there is no felt need to change.” Or as
another participant said, “there aren't a lot of creative people in this world. I think in some cases,
they're not creative because they haven't been trained to be creative or they haven’t had to be
creative. Necessity sparks creativity.”
Assuming that the courage that symbolize creative acts (Frost, 1995) and a strongly felt
need are present, what can be done? First of all, there needs to be the recognition of individual
differences and preferences.

Assuming time has been spent identifying personal strengths and
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weaknesses, focus can then shift to identifying areas for development. Personal preferences and
individual talents need to be considered in this plan. Jones (1993), based on a study of 1300
subjects in the United Kingdom, mainly in the managerial and technical fields, found that “the
variation [of personal blocks or obstacles] between individuals is large” (p. 144). Thus selfawareness and careful consideration of individual differences is very important, for indeed there
is no one best way to be a creative top executive.
Many of the strategies described in Chapter IV are not necessarily new, such as
participatory management, the use of teams, or admitting lack of total knowledge. However, they
have not necessarily been considered in the past as helping improve creativity levels. Additional
strategies identified by the participants include opening up and admitting interdependency,
finding downtime, making time to think and let ideas incubate, practicing “outside-in thinking,”
breaking down the isolation and image of the office of the top executive, using or building
networks of widely different people for support and providing new ideas and perspectives,
tapping into feelings, and understanding the role of feelings and emotion in the business
These strategies are not dissimilar to those called for by some authors. For example,
Gardner (1995) recommends taking time to unclutter the mind and for self-reflection. Findley
(1995) recommends strategies similar to those voiced by the participants: spend time in other
people’s offices, react well to bad ideas, close the executive dining room, leave the mahogany
furniture behind, go for a swim, and close the head office. Kanter (1988) adds: "more
relationships, more sources of information, more angles on the problem, more ways to pull in
human and material resources, more freedom to walk around and across the organization" as well
as "looser boundaries, crosscutting access, flexible assignments, open communication, and use of
multidisciplinary project teams" (p. 178). A Vice President of Sales for one of the participants
summarized these strategies quite eloquently:
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Let’s go to the job site,
Rub elbows with users.
Let’s give up those lunches
with martini boozers.
Let’s get our hands dirty,
Get mud on our shoes.
Amazing ideas will come unto you.
Let’s set our mind free,
Break preconceived down.
Stay out of the office —
Start tooling around.
Roll up our sleeves,
Get dirt on our face.
Our business is changing;
We’ve got to keep pace.
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CHAPTER VI
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
Further research
Because of the nature of the study and the characteristics of the pool of participants, there
are several areas for further research. Further research in these areas may help address the
limitations of this study identified in Chapter III regarding the use of the results.
1. The study only looked at top executives of for profit organizations in the NorthEast. It
is not improbable that a different geographic boundary, both within and without the United States,
would yield different results. Therefore, similar research to expand the geographic mix outside of
the NorthEast and outside of the United States should be undertaken.
2. A different mix of organizations could also yield different perspectives. The issues of
size, structure, for profit status, as well as ownership, including the issues of family and
entrepreneurial ownership, should also be addressed.
3. The participants included a mix of individuals, from a cultural, ethnic, gender, and age
point of view. No attempt was made to differentiate among them. Similar research could be
undertaken to look at some of the male and female issues, which came up in the interviews, but
were not addressed in this study. Additionally, there might be interesting results looking at the
way different ethnic or cultural and age groups addressed these issues of creativity.
4. This study was not meant to be prescriptive and did not pre-select individuals
recognized as highly creative. A research project focusing on such executives might produce
interesting comparative results and provide additional strategies for further development of
personal creativity.
5. Because of the focus of and time limits to the interviews, certain issues did not get
explored as well as they might have. The topic was so broadbased that it couldn t cover
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everything. These include, for example, the issue of spirituality and creativity, the relationship
between fun or laughter and creativity, and the impact of communications on the development of
more creativity. Nor were all of the issues from the literature review addressed. For example,
given the contention by Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) that “no single condition may be more
critical to ongoing top executive freshness than the caliber of the accompanying team" (p. 736),
further work is called for in this and other areas. In addition, there may be other emotional and
psychological factors which play a role in hindering creativity, but which were not cited
specifically by these participants. For example, the question of control and power were not
directly mentioned nor was the possible impact of these issues on creativity fully explored.
6. Given the findings, more attention needs to be paid to the issue of self-awareness and
development as well as to questions such as, “What does this mean and how is it played out?”
and “How does an appropriately meaningful course or training approach get developed?”
7. Finally, because of the qualitative nature of this study, the issues of measurement or
quantifying the impact of creativity were not addressed. There was no attempt to link creativity
in the top executives with organizational performance or employee morale, for example.
Avenues to be explored would be more quantitative measurement in this area as well
environmental assessments to test some of the conclusions regarding press. Finally, the use of
personality instruments, such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, used by Hurst et al. (1989) in
their research on strategic management, or the Jones Inventory of Barriers to Effective Problem
Solving (Jones, 1993), to help in developing self-improvement strategies should be explored.
Impact on Training/Education Opportunities
Despite the limitations and the broad set of next steps, the study did result in some
implications for practitioners and researchers as well as teachers and consultants.
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1. Practitioners and aspirants: Lundberg (1995) emphasizes the need to naturally
enhance a person’s style rather than attempt to “remake or reformulate that person’s style in the
image of some unfamiliar or pseudo-logical one (p. 153).” In developing a plan for self-growth,
based on this study’s results, a practitioner or aspirant needs to be cognizant of the old adage, “To
thine own self be true.” Personal preferences and abilities need to be considered in tailoring such
a plan.
2. To Boards of Directors, executive recruiters and human resource specialists:
Hopefully for those involved in the process of executive selection and development, the material
should provide insight into the necessary skillsets and development plans to ensure organizational
and individual success.
3. To the teaching community: Based upon the information obtained in this study,
changes may be appropriate in the business school curricula. As one participant said, “The MBA
program gives you all the concepts and then turns you loose into an organization. You do not get
guidance from an MBA program on how to be a manager.” And as another participant
commented, “You need a different set of skills at the top.” It may be appropriate to start focusing
on interpersonal and intrapersonal skills as well as the more traditional skillsets.
4. To the research community: Further research in executive leadership into the areas
suggested above appears to be called for. Old ways aren’t working and new skills and ways of
working need to be explored. In addition, the field of creativity may want to address the
definitions and descriptions of creativity in general and, in particular, the issues of individual
differences and the full range of activities and skillsets required in order to ensure that an
appropriate understanding of what creativity is all about is being promoted. In addition, as
MacKinnon (1987) states:
A critical issue for future research in creativity is to find ways and means of
studying creativity that eventuate not in objective, palpable, enduring objects but
in subjective, intangible, and sometimes fleeting interpersonal relations,
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educational, social, business, and political climates which permit and encourage
those in them to develop and to express to the full their creative potential
(p. 121)
Conclusions
This study has resulted in the proposal of four themes which have emerged from the
interviews with sixteen top executives in helping to explain the differences in creativity levels at
this level of the organization. In summary, they are:
1. It isn’t really press that matters. Personal issues play a much larger role than do
external factors in explaining the differences in top executives’ creativity levels.
2. Creativity in business is not well understood. A top executive needs to be fully aware
of the talents in themselves and others to ensure full utilization and proper nurturing of these
talents.
3. The picture of the creative top executive that emerges from these interviews and the
literature is that of an artist. Awareness of the need for a new set of skills is a starting point for the
development of a top executive’s own program of education and growth.
4. Several strategies for personal development have been identified in this study. Since
this study was not intended to be prescriptive, there needs to be a careful consideration of these
strategies to determine whether they are appropriate for the particular individual. The best way is
the one that works for the individual. Bailey and Bailey (1995) point out that, careful
introspection of “one’s self-concept so as to understand better the collage of influences,
experiences, priorities, assumptions, needs, aspirations, and competencies that define and
distinguish one’s core identity and potential” (p. 291) is critical for a more objective view of
individual abilities. This self-appraisal is also critical for choosing the strategies for further
development.
Kaplan et al. (1987) recognize the importance for a top executive to develop a plan for
personal growth:
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In a study related to ours, McCall and Lombardo found that one of the things that
seems to make the difference between success and failure at the top is a
capability to overcome the obstacles [of the position] ... and engage in selfdirected growth, (p. 203)
Of course, as Kaplan et al. (1987) recognize, such self-development and self awareness
can encounter several obstacles at the executive level. These include the hectic pace, unrelenting
demands of the job which leave little time for introspection; the resistance, fostered by success, to
changing behavior or recognizing personal weaknesses; executive isolation; and insulation from
criticism from subordinates who are reluctant to risk offending them. These obstacles were
certainly recognized by the participants and strategies for overcoming at least some of them have
been defined.
Global issues and the challenges of leading and managing organizations through rapid
change will continue to grow. As one participant expressed it, there are just so many things
required today to run a business that weren’t required before. That makes it a lot more
sophisticated than it was.” As indicated above, part of the set of skills needed are those of a
creative individual who taps into both interpersonal and intrapersonal strengths. As Ford and
Gioia (1995b) point out
Creativity is now a core necessity for success in a profoundly changing
organizational world. Creativity is simply essential, because organizations and
their environments are both changing so fundamentally.... Creativity has been
simultaneously the generator, facilitator, and [hopefully] savior of an
intimidatingly ambiguous new world for people and organizations, (p. 4)
Or as one participant indicated:
Organizations reproduce by evolving into the future and that’s the way they keep
going. Three hundred years ago [the supremacy of physical strength] ended.
With the industrial revolution, reproducing the organization of the future
depended upon the ability to manage machines. And today, looking at the future
now, those leaders who are successful, who will be successful, will be the leaders
who can release and utilize the imagination of their people. The future truly
belongs to ideas. The way to survive is to be able to develop in your people the
ability to be imaginative and creative and to develop in your leadership the
ability to unleash and utilize those imaginations. There are enough brainwaves in
this company to do anything we want to do, if we can get it all out there and sort

160

through and make the right choices with it and enable it. That’s my story. And
so the whole future of this company depends on our ability to be creative.
Despite the need for creativity, actions and belief systems of the top executives can get in
the way. Starbuck (1995) points out:
Top managers’ perceptual errors and self-deceptions are especially potent
because top managers can block actions proposed by their subordinates. Yet, top
managers are also especially prone to perceive events erroneously and to resist
changes — their promotions and high statuses persuade them that they have more
expertise than other people. Their expertise tends to be out of date, however,
because their personal experiences with clients, customers, technologies, and low
level personnel lie in the past. They have strong vested interests. Reorientations
threaten their dominance, and they believe they will catch the blame if current
practices, strategies, and goals prove wrong. They exacerbate their
misperceptions by socializing with other top managers, who face similar
pressures, (p. Ill)
If Starbuck’s accusations are even remotely applicable, then steps need to be taken to
harness the power of creativity. As several authors point out executives can move on to greater
self-awareness by recognizing their own fallibility (Srivastva, 1983).
What’s stopping this personal growth and change? As the participants said over and over
“I am my own worst enemy!” And as another one put it:
We’ve got these barriers to growth and productivity and creativity. My mental
image of this thing is that there is no end to creativity. The problem is that
there’s all these barriers to it. So I don’t try to be creative, I’m trying to knock
down the obstacles. My experience in life is that if you get rid of the obstacles,
creativity can really take care of itself.
To be successful in today’s world of constant change requires new approaches. The job
of the top executive demands the use of creative skills. As one participant indicated, you need
creativity to survive. Without creativity you’re dead!”
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW GUIDE

Date:

_

Participant:
_
Title:
Organization:___
Number of Employees:_

1.

What was the journey to becoming a CEO like:
Please provide background information: location, environment, training/education,
travel, and other experiences which are relevant?
Do any incidents, memories, family stories stand out as foreshadowing what has
happened?
People you met, admired, respected, or got particular support from?
Hobbies or other interests developed along the way

2.

What is it like to be a CEO:
How do you define creativity?
How do/have you express(ed) yourself creatively?
How do/have you use(d) creativity in your work?
How important is it?
How has your view of yourself as a creative/uncreative person changed during your
tenure? How would you define your job? How do you accomplish your job
requirements?
Where do you get your ideas and direction? Communication flows?
Where do you get support? What keeps you going? What kind of feedback do you get?
What role do others play in helping you make necessary decisions? Who are they?
What gets in your way on a regular basis? Frustrations and worries?
Describe the environment in which you work, your colleagues, the organization, its size,
structure, culture, the industry.
Future strategies for personal growth
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT FORM

128 North Beacon Street
Hartford, CT 06105

September 4, 1995

Mr. John Doe, President
The Creative Corporation, Inc.
Joyful, USA

Re: Doctoral Dissertation Research

Dear Mr. Doe:
Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me on Friday, September 15th at
9:00 A.M. as part of my research project, which is being conducted as the basis for my
dissertation in the doctoral program in the Creative Studies Program at University of
Massachusetts' School of Education. In order to make best use of the time we have scheduled, I
would like to outline the proposed agenda and the terms under which the interview will be
conducted.
Since the topic of my doctoral dissertation is "The Dynamics of Creativity at the Top of
Organizations," the focus of the interview is on your perceptions of your own creativity and
whether these perceptions have changed since you assumed your current position. A specific
focus is on external factors (for example, the industry, the environment, organizational size,
structure and culture and other such factors) which have influenced your creativity levels.
Therefore, I would propose to spend the first part of the interview discussing some background
material to put you as an individual in context. For example, what particular choices you made
along the way; education, training or experiences which helped you; and important people in your
life.
In the second part, I would propose we focus on your experiences as President, with particular
emphasis on how you define creativity, its application to your life as well as opportunities for its
use in fulfilling your responsibilities; particular obstacles or barriers to your job and to your own
level of creativity; where you get your ideas, support and feedback; and the structure, culture and
organizational history of your organization.
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Page Two

With your permission, I will be taping the interview in order to provide me additional back-up to
the notes which I will also take. I will personally transcribe the tapes. The notes and tapes will
be kept in my possession. In order to ensure anonymity, your identity and that of your
organization will be protected through the use of pseudonyms.
Extensive material from the interviews will be included in the dissertation. It is anticipated at this
time that the material will be further modified, adapted and incorporated with additional
interviews as the subsequent basis for a publishable manuscript.
Since this is a voluntary effort for which you will receive no remuneration, you have the right to
withdraw from the project at any time without prejudice.
My advisor for the doctoral program is Dr. Doris Shallcross. If you have any questions, please
call me at 203-236-9390.
I very much appreciate your willingness to be interviewed and I look forward to a mutually
interesting and rewarding time.
Sincerely,

Lynne C. Levesque

I agree to participate in this project as outlined above.

Date:
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